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Summary 

 

This research study is underpinned by children’s rights. According to the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) all children have a right 

to play. Play is a fundamental part of life and children need play to develop 

physically and mentally and to learn how to function in society (International Play 

Association (IPA), 2014). Play enhances creativity, self-efficacy, resilience, social 

skills and adaptability (Lester & Russell, 2008). Considering that an inclusive 

culture promotes a rights-based approach (Rhoades, 2016) and outdoor play 

environments contribute to social inclusion (Beunderman, 2010; Prellwitz, 2007), 

this current research explored the topic of outdoor play opportunities of children 

with additional needs in mainstream Early Learning and Care Settings (ELCS) in 

Ireland.  

Qualitative research was employed throughout this study to complement the 

exploratory nature of the research and to capture meaningful data (Bryman, 2012; 

Parahoo, 2006). A case study approach enabled the deep exploration of the 

question ‘Does outdoor play enhance the holistic development of children with 

additional needs in early learning and care settings in Ireland?’ from the 

perspectives of eight children with additional needs and ten professionals from 

three ELCS. Informal structured interviews with professionals and semi-structured 

interviews with children enabled the researcher to draw out the voices of 

participants and gain rich, in-depth, qualitative data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; 

O’Leary, 2014).  

Following data collection, thematic analysis was employed to identify, analyse and 

report patterns within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes emerged as 1. The 

interactive nature of outdoor play, 2. Reducing otherness through outdoor play and 

3. Barriers to outdoor play. These themes are interconnected and compatible with 

the theory of bioecological development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) as they 

highlight the dynamic connections between children, relationships and contexts. 

The current study established that outdoor play contributes significantly to the 

holistic development of children with additional needs and participating children 

voice their preference for outdoor play over indoor play. Participating children 

enhanced their positive dispositions as they became independent from adults and 



 
 

developed self-confidence, courage, resilience, risk-competence and problem-

solving skills through active outdoor play experiences. Children also refined their 

physical skills and developed strength as they engaged in physical play 

experiences and whole-body movements. Social and emotional competencies 

improved as participating children engaged in significantly more positive peer 

interactions during outdoor play, thus, supporting the development of peer 

relationships, self-regulation, social acceptance, independence, self-esteem and 

well-being. Subsequently, relationships improved and ‘otherness’ was reduced as 

the participating children with additional needs experienced less peer rejection and 

their typically developing peers became more accepting of difference. Findings 

concur with the theory that outdoor play contributes significantly to social learning 

and social inclusion (Beunderman, 2010) as children experienced peer 

acceptance and inclusion and developed a sense of belonging through outdoor 

play experiences. 

Although the benefits of outdoor play are well documented (Gill, 2014; Gray, 2013; 

IPA, 2014; White, 2014) and findings of this study highlight the substantial benefits 

of outdoor play experiences, this present study also suggests that children with 

additional needs face barriers to meaningful participation in outdoor play 

experiences. ELCPs cited their own stress levels, fears and biases as the greatest 

barriers, followed by children’s own competencies, health and safety issues and 

other children’s biases. Changes to policy and practice are required to eliminate 

these barriers so that all children can reach their potential regardless of their 

individual needs and abilities (Besio & Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018). 

Increased government investment is required to reduce the current child to adult 

ratio requirements and to support professionals to engage in continuous 

professional development to deepen their knowledge and provide meaningful play 

experiences for children. Further research is required to explore, incorporate and 

prioritise the voices of children with additional needs in future policy and practice 

to empower all children to exercise their rights.    

 

 

 

 



 
 

Abstract 

 

This research study was inspired by childrens rights. All children have the right to 

play and to participate (UN, 1989; UN, 2006). Qualitative research was employed 

throughout this study to explore the outdoor play opportunities of children with 

additional needs in ELCS in Ireland. The current study incorporated three settings 

and focused on eight children with additional needs and ten ELC professionals 

(ELCP), to explore the topic of outdoor play opportunities for children with 

additional needs, from the perspectives of both children and professionals. The 

research examined how children with additional needs perceive outdoor play 

spaces and activities, how outdoor play influences children’s development and if 

children with additional needs enjoy the same outdoor play opportunities as their 

typically developing peers. 

The study established that outdoor play enhanced the holistic development of 

children with additional needs. Findings of the current study established that 

children developed fundamental skills and positive dispositions by engaging in 

outdoor play experiences. Indeed, social and emotional competencies were 

enhanced as participating children engaged in significantly more positive peer 

interactions during outdoor play, thus, supporting the development of peer 

relationships, self-regulation, social acceptance, independence, self-esteem and 

well-being.  

Barriers to children’s participation in outdoor play were also highlighted throughout 

this study. Changes to policy and practice are required to eliminate these barriers 

so that all children can reach their potential regardless of their individual needs 

and abilities (Besio & Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018). Increased government 

investment is required to reduce the current child to adult ratio requirements and to 

support professionals to engage in continuous professional development to 

deepen their knowledge and provide meaningful play experiences for children. 

This current study highlights the correlation between outdoor play and well-being 

and suggests that children with additional needs enjoy outdoor play experiences. 

Further research on a larger scale is required to explore, incorporate and prioritise 

the voices of children with additional needs in future policy and practice and to 

empower all children to exercise their rights.  



 
 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

I would like to extend a very sincere thank you to the children, families and 

professionals who welcomed me into their settings and participated in this 

research study. I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. John Kubiak, for his 

direction and guidance throughout my studies. I would like to thank my work 

colleagues and friends for being so supportive.  

On a personal note I would like to thank my family, Nanny and Grandad Mooney, 

Grandad Devery, Auntie Nichola and Auntie Emma for spending precious time 

with Rhys so that my studies did not restrict his right to play. 

Finally, I would like to thank Conor and Rhys for making me laugh out loud, keep 

everything in perspective and enjoy the process.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Table of Contents 

1.1 An inclusive culture ........................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Children’s right to play ....................................................................................... 1 

1.3 Structure of study .............................................................................................. 2 

1.4 Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 3 

2.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................... 4 

2.2 Policy frameworks regarding Children’s Rights ................................................. 4 

2.3 Identifying the importance of play for children ................................................... 5 

2.3.1 Play and children with additional needs ...................................................... 7 

2.3.2 Play for the sake of play .............................................................................. 7 

2.3.3 Outdoor Play ............................................................................................... 8 

2.3.4 Adventurous outdoor play and the dignity of risk taking ............................ 10 

2.4 Inclusive play environments ............................................................................ 12 

2.5 Partnerships with parents and families ............................................................ 13 

2.6 The role of the adult in supporting play ........................................................... 14 

2.7 Current Context ............................................................................................... 16 

2.8 Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 18 

3.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 19 

3.2 Purpose and context of the study .................................................................... 19 

3.3 Research questions and related aims ............................................................. 20 

3.4 Justification for using a qualitative approach ................................................... 20 

3.5 Sampling Strategy ........................................................................................... 21 

3.5.1 Inclusion Criteria .................................................................................... 21 

3.6 Sampling ......................................................................................................... 22 

3.7 Context ............................................................................................................ 22 

3.8 Research Instruments ..................................................................................... 24 

3.9 Field work – Pilot study ................................................................................... 24 

3.10 Ethics ............................................................................................................ 25 

3.10.1 Informed Consent ................................................................................... 25 

3.10.2 Children as participants .......................................................................... 27 

3.11 Limitations/ Challenges ................................................................................. 28 

3.12 Data Analysis ................................................................................................ 28 

3.13 Conclusion .................................................................................................... 29 

4.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 30 

4.2 Thematic Analysis ........................................................................................... 32 



 
 

4.3 Theme 1- The interactive nature of outdoor play ............................................. 32 

4.3.1 Sub-theme 1 – The influence of outdoor play on children’s social 

development ...................................................................................................... 34 

4.3.2 Sub-theme 2 – The influence of outdoor play on the development of 

positive dispositions ........................................................................................... 34 

4.3.3 Sub-theme 3 – The influence of outdoor play on self-regulation ............... 37 

4.3.4 Sub-theme 4 – The influence of outdoor play on children’s well-being ..... 38 

4.3.5 Sub-theme 5 – The influence of outdoor play on physical development ... 39 

4.4 Theme 2 - Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor play .................................... 40 

4.4.1 Sub-theme 1 - Positive social interactions ................................................ 41 

4.4.2 Sub-theme 2 - Accepting difference .......................................................... 42 

4.4.3 Sub-theme 3 - Freedom to develop relationships ..................................... 43 

4.4.4 Sub-theme 4 - Sensory stimulation ........................................................... 43 

4.5 Theme 3 - Barriers to outdoor play .................................................................. 44 

4.5.1 Sub-theme 1 - Professionals biases and fears ......................................... 45 

4.5.2 Sub-theme 2 – Professional Stress ........................................................... 46 

4.5.3 Sub-theme 3 - Social and emotional competencies .................................. 48 

4.5.4 Sub-theme 4 - Risks and accidents .......................................................... 48 

4.5.5 Sub-theme 5 – Medical conditions ............................................................ 49 

4.5.6 Sub-theme 6 – Other children’s fears ....................................................... 49 

4.5.7 Sub-theme 7 - Messy Environments ......................................................... 49 

4.5.8 Sub-theme 8 – Parents concerns.............................................................. 51 

4.6 Summary of main findings ............................................................................... 52 

4.7 Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 53 

5.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................... 54 

5.2 Theme 1. The interactive nature of outdoor play ............................................. 54 

5.2.1 The role of adults ...................................................................................... 56 

5.2.2 Continuous professional development ...................................................... 57 

5.2.3 Partnerships with parents and families ..................................................... 58 

5.2.4 Influence of outdoor play on the development of dispositions ................... 58 

5.3 Theme 2. Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor play ..................................... 59 

5.3.1 The link between relationships and emotional lives .................................. 60 

5.4 Theme 3. Barriers to outdoor play ................................................................... 62 

5.5 Summary ......................................................................................................... 63 

6.1 Conclusion ...................................................................................................... 66 

6.2 Recommendations .......................................................................................... 67 



 
 

6.3 Personal reflection .......................................................................................... 68 

References ............................................................................................................ 69 

Appendices ......................................................................................................... 100 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

List of Appendices 

 

Appendix A:  Information Letter to Manager and Board Members of Early Years 

Setting 

Appendix B:  Consent from Manager and Board Member of Early Years Setting 

Appendix C:  Information Sheet – Practitioner’s – Interviews 

Appendix D:  Consent from Early Years Practitioner 

Appendix E:  Participant Information Sheet - Parent’s and Children – Interviews 

Appendix F:  Consent from Parents  

Appendix G:  Information sheet for children – Interviews 

Appendix H:  Assent from Children  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Tables and Figures 

 

 

List of tables 

Table 4.1 Summary of t heme 1 - The interactive nature of outdoor play. 

Table 4.2 Summary of theme 2 - Reducing otherness through outdoor play. 

Table 4.3 Summary of theme 3 - Barriers to outdoor play. 

 

 

List of figures 

Figure 4.1. Influence of outdoor play on children’s development 

Figure 4.2 Children’s outdoor play preferences. 

Figure 4.3  Barriers to children’s participation in outdoor play 

Figure 4.4 Children’s preferred outdoor play spaces. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Abbreviations 

 

Frequently used acronyms 

AIM – The access and inclusion model (AIM) is a model of supports designed to 

ensure that children with disabilities can access the Early Childhood Care and 

Education Programme. 

ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder 

CRC – Committee on the Rights of the Child 

CRPD – Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities 

DCYA – Department of Children and Youth Affairs 

ECCE – State funded Early Childhood Care and Education programme 

ELC – Early Learning and Care  

ELCP – Early Learning and Care Professionals 

ELCS – Early Learning and Care Setting/s 

IPA – International Play Association 

QRF – Tusla Early Years Quality Regulatory Framework 

UNCRC – United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

UNESCO - The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

 

Frequently used key-terms 

Aistear - The early childhood curriculum framework for all children from birth to six 

years in Ireland. The Framework uses four interconnected themes to describe the 

content of children's learning and development: Well-being, Identity and 

Belonging, Communicating, and Exploring and Thinking. 

Síolta - Síolta is the national quality framework for early childhood care and 

education in Ireland. Síolta establishes 16 quality standards that all early childhood 

services should work towards.  



1 
 

Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 

1.1 An inclusive culture 

 

An inclusive culture is underpinned by a rights-based approach (Rhoades, 2016). 

Attitudes and perceptions towards disability have evolved in recent years and the 

parameters of inclusion have been widened as a result of a social justice 

movement which promotes a rights-based approach (Nutbrown & Clough, 2006). 

Perspectives have developed to support all individuals to contribute effectively to 

society (Stubbs, 2008) and social policy is introducing early intervention measures 

to maximise opportunities for children (Brown & Ward, 2018). These changes have 

contributed to acknowledging the rights of children with additional needs to be 

educated in mainstream settings (Hayes, O’Toole, & Halpenny, 2017). 

Perspectives have also progressed in relation to child development studies and 

our view of children. Research methods that consider childhood in a wider 

sociocultural context and view children as active participants in their own 

development have been embraced by developmental psychologists (Hayes et al., 

2017). This current research study is underpinned by children’s right to play and 

children’s right to participate (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), UN, 1989 & United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Additional needs (CRPD), UN, 2006). Considering research which suggests that 

outdoor play environments contribute to social inclusion (Beunderman, 2010 & 

Prellwitz, 2007), this qualitative case study explores the outdoor play opportunities 

of children with additional needs in mainstream Early Learning and Care Settings 

(ELCS) in Ireland.  

 

1.2 Children’s right to play 

 

According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) 

all children have a right to play. Play is a fundamental part of life and children need 

play to develop physically and mentally and to learn how to function in society 

(International Play Association (IPA), 2014). Play enhances creativity, self-efficacy, 

resilience, social skills and adaptability (Lester & Russell, 2008). Through play, 

children advance their understanding of the world and develop a base for logical 
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thought (Gray, 2013). The Childcare Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 

2016 require that all children attending ELCS in Ireland must have daily access to 

outdoor play opportunities (Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 

2016a). Indeed, growing bodies of research suggest that outdoor play contributes 

significantly to children’s holistic development (Gill, 2014; Gray, 2013;  

International Play Association (IPA), 2014; Lester & Russell, 2008; Prellwitz, 2007; 

Pretty, Peacock, Hine, Sellens, South, & Griffin, 2007; Tremblay, Gray, Babcock, 

Barnes, Costas Bradstreet, Carr & Brussoni, 2015; White, 2014). However, 

although the benefits of outdoor play are well documented, children with additional 

needs often face barriers which can restrict their participation in outdoor play 

experiences (Caprino, 2018; Von Benzon, 2010; Wellhousen, 2002). The aim of 

this qualitative case study is to explore the outdoor play opportunities of children 

with additional needs in ELCS to ascertain if outdoor play supports the holistic 

development of children with additional needs. 

 

1.3 Structure of study 

 

The following chapters will present the development, application and outcome 

of the research study.  Chapter one offers an introduction to the study. Chapter 

two explores children’s rights and relevant policies before presenting literature 

that identifies the importance of play for children, which includes theoretical 

perspectives that focus on supporting children with additional needs through 

outdoor play opportunities in early childhood. Consideration is then given to the 

role of adults, relationships and environments within the context of providing 

inclusive play opportunities for children with additional needs. Finally, an 

overview of the current context in relation to this study is presented. 

Chapter three outlines and justifies the methodological approach used to 

answer the research question ‘Does outdoor play enhance the holistic 

development of children with additional needs in Early Learning and Care 

settings in Ireland?’ First, the context of the study is addressed before 

presenting a description and rationale for the research design. The sampling 

strategy, research instruments and data collection processes are then 

presented. Ethical issues and challenges encountered throughout the study are 

also discussed before outlining Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method of thematic 
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analysis which was employed in this study to analyse data. Chapter four 

presents the findings of the current study under themes and sub-themes which 

emerged from the data. Chapter five critiques the literature in relation to the 

data collected. Chapter six presents a summary of the study and offers 

recommendations for future research and practice. 

 

1.4 Conclusion 

 

There are 11,636 children with additional needs attending ELCS in Ireland (Pobal, 

2018a). This research study incorporates three settings and focuses on eight 

children with additional needs and ten professionals. The aim of this qualitative 

research study is to explore the topic of outdoor play opportunities for children with 

additional needs in ELCS. The following aims guide the research project from the 

perspectives of both children with additional needs and ELCPs. 1. How do children 

with additional needs perceive outdoor play spaces and activities? 2. According to 

ELCPs, how does outdoor play influence the development of children with 

additional needs? and 3. Do children with additional needs enjoy the same outdoor 

play opportunities as their typically developing peers? This chapter offers a brief 

outline of the study and presents a synopsis of forthcoming chapters. 
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Chapter 2 - Review of Literature 
 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter sets out to present the literature which identifies the importance of 

outdoor play opportunities for children with additional needs in early childhood. 

Firstly, policies which discuss children’s rights and the importance of promoting 

and implementing these rights are explored. Secondly, the benefits of play for 

all children and how different types of play can support children with additional 

needs are presented. Thirdly, the literature review focuses on outdoor play and 

adventurous play opportunities for children with additional needs. 

Moving on then, the literature will explore diversity, equality and inclusion and 

the role of inclusive ELC environments. The role of adults in play will be 

explored, as families and professionals are considered, within the context of 

providing play opportunities for children with additional needs. The importance 

of supporting families and professionals to understand play philosophies and to 

empower children with additional needs to participate in play will also be 

highlighted. Finally, an overview of the current context in relation to this study 

will be presented. 

 

2.2 Policy frameworks regarding Children’s Rights 

 

All children have the right to play and the right to participate in society. Both the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), (UN, 1989) and 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Additional needs 

(CRPD), (UN, 2006) promote respect, equality, dignity, and participation for all 

individuals that is free from discrimination (Harpur, 2011). The Education for 

Persons with Special Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) (Government of Ireland 

(GOI), 2004) and the Disability Act (GOI, 2005) purpose to improve participation 

rights for individuals with additional needs. The CRPD, which came into effect in 

2008, emphasises that all individuals with additional needs have the right to an 

inclusive education which supports them to participate effectively in society and 

fulfil their own unique potential (UN, 2006). 
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Promoting children’s right to play is essential to child-centred development (IPA, 

2016). Article 31 of the UNCRC asserts that children have a fundamental right 

to play (UN, 1989), while the CRPD emphasises the obligation of state parties 

to remove barriers and enable children with additional needs to participate in 

recreational and sporting activities (UN, 2006). These rights promote the 

realisation of other rights including rights to life, participation, health, education, 

survival and development (IPA, 2016). If stakeholders can implement the 

visions set out in these articles’ children may have more opportunities to reach 

their potential regardless of their background or ability (Besio & Stancheva-

Popkostadinova, 2018).  

The IPA (2013) advocates that all children, with or without additional needs, 

have the right to play freely, however they wish, without unnecessary 

overprotection. Considering the links between play, well-being, health and 

development, the right to play for children with additional needs is fundamental, 

not optional (Bianquin, 2018). Indeed, the Republic of Ireland was amongst the 

first signatories of the CRPD in March of 2007. However, despite legislation 

supporting children’s right to play and children’s right to experience inclusive 

participation, children with additional needs still face multiple barriers to 

exercise these rights (Bianquin, 2018; Collins & Foley, 2008). 

 

2.3 Identifying the importance of play for children 

 

Play is integral to children’s holistic development, wellbeing and health 

(Bianquin, 2018; Bruner, Jolly & Silva,1976; National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment (NCCA), 2009; Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1976). Play aids the 

development of bodies, minds and relationships and supports children to 

develop effective systems for life-long learning (IPA, 2014). The Committee on 

the Rights of the Child (CRC) (2013) describes play as non-compulsory and 

intrinsically motivated behaviour that occurs whenever and wherever 

opportunities arise. Play is natural and captivating and creates its own 

constraints (Besio, Bulgarelli & Stancheva Popkostadinova, 2017). The process 

of play involves physical, mental and emotional activities which can take many 

forms and occur in groups or alone (IPA, 2016). Children hone their intellectual, 

physical, social and emotional skills through play as they make choices, 
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negotiate, set limits, overcome obstacles, solve problems and take risks (Collins 

& Foley, 2008). 

Play is a fascinating subject. Sutton-Smith (2008) suggests that play is 

ambiguous and cannot be defined because of the various approaches to 

studying play through diverse perspectives. Besio (2017) acknowledges that 

many researchers, scholars and psychologists have studied the theme of play 

without achieving a definite shared description. However, it is universally agreed 

that children need play to develop holistically. Through play, children learn 

about themselves and the world in which they live (Frost & Wortham, 2012; 

Hughes, 2010). They develop an understanding of attachment, language, 

relationships and social structures (IPA, 2014). Playing provides possibilities for 

children to explore, experiment, imitate, pretend, create, socialise, manage 

emotions, and learn from mistakes (Besio, 2018).  

Lynch and Moore (2016) suggest that children need to enjoy unstructured play 

that is child-led. Indeed, the CRC (2013) and Gray (2013) suggest that the 

process of play is more important than any end-product. Bodrova and Leong 

(2010) propose that children who engage in free play and initiate their own play 

experiences, enjoy life-long benefits. However, in the educational field, play is 

viewed as a support for academic acquisition and playful activities have been 

introduced in educational settings to motivate children to achieve educational 

goals (Besio, 2018). In this case, activities are goal-orientated and controlled by 

the adult thus being coined ‘play-like activities’ (Visalberghi, 1958). It is 

important to note that successful implementation of play-like activities requires 

adults to understand the different types of play and how they relate to stages of 

development. This enables adults to recognise and provide appropriate 

opportunities to extend children’s learning and development (Besio, 2018). 

The view that play should be a) used as a method to foster child development in 

disciplinary domains, and b), the belief that natural and child-led free-play 

fosters child development and learning for life (Besio, 2018; Bodrova & Leong, 

2010) are two opposing approaches that are in need of consideration. However, 

Johnson, Eberle, Hendricks, and Kuschner (2015) suggest that children need a 

balance of both and emphasise the importance of competent, engaged 

educators. Snow (2011) emphasises the importance of reflection on the role of 

play and the roles of the child and the adult and their interactions during play. 
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Quite often ELCPs feel overwhelmed by the administrative aspect of their 

professional role. However, the importance of interactions cannot be overlooked 

and professionals working in the ELC sector need time and support to create 

playful relationships with children in their care.  

 

2.3.1 Play and children with additional needs 

 

All children have diverse abilities, needs and interests but when additional 

needs such as intellectual or physical impairments are involved the conditions 

for play often change (Brodin & Lindstrand, 2014). For example, Bianquin 

(2018) suggests that play episodes for children with additional needs do not 

emerge as naturally as they do for children without additional needs. Thus, the 

natural unfolding of play episodes can be significantly reduced for children with 

additional needs (Stagnitti, O’Connor & Sheppard, 2012). It is difficult to devote 

enough time to free-play for children with additional needs as they often spend 

time engaging in educational and rehabilitation activities (Besio, Bulgarelli, 

Iacono, Jansens, Mizzi, & Perino, 2018). Social and intellectual development 

can be delayed by any type of impairment (Besio et al., 2017). However, play is 

social practice and playing with more knowledgeable others can support a child 

to concentrate and engage in reciprocity (Besio, 2018). Indeed, theories of 

ecological and bioecological development (Bronfenbrenner 1979; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), and attachment theory (Bowlby 1982) 

emphasise the interactive nature of development within contexts (Murray & 

Greenberg, 2006). 

 

2.3.2 Play for the sake of play 

 

We must also consider ‘play for the sake of play’ which appreciates the value of 

play without any predetermined or extrinsic goals (Besio, 2018). The World 

Health Organisation (WHO) suggests that children with additional needs 

experience less free-play than play-like activities and face barriers due to 

physical or mental impairments and contextual issues (WHO, 2007). Adults can 

teach children how to ‘play for the sake of play’ by entering the child’s play and 

developing it inherently without considering external goals (Besio, 2018). 
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LUDI – Play for children with additional needs (2014-2018) promotes play for 

the sake of play for children with additional needs (Besio & Carnesecchi, 2014). 

The COST Action TD1309 LUDI ‘Play for Children with additional needs’ is a 

multi-disciplinary network of professionals and researchers from Europe who 

research the theme of ‘play of children with additional needs’ with the aim of 

enhancing opportunities for children with additional needs to experience play for 

the sake of play as part of their every-day lives, in inclusive environments 

(Besio & Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018). Bronfenbrenner’s theory (1979) 

suggests that children develop through interpersonal connections and by 

constantly adapting to new environments and characteristics within their social 

environment (Brown & Ward, 2018; Russell, 2005). Similarly, the LUDI model 

views the play of children with additional needs as a holistic concept, 

determined by ludic encounters between children with limitations and their 

personal contexts, including people, relationships, their competencies and their 

environments (Besio et al. 2018).  

 

2.3.3 Outdoor Play 

 

Active outdoor play is essential for healthy child development (Tremblay et al., 

2015). Children need opportunities to climb, swing and run to refine their motor 

skills (Greenland, 2010). The Childcare Act 1991 (Early Years Services) 

Regulations 2016 state that children attending Early Years Settings in Ireland 

must have opportunities to access a suitable, safe and secure outdoor space on 

a daily basis (DCYA, 2016). This is echoed in Síolta, the National Quality 

Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE, 2017), Aistear, the Early 

Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) and most recently in the 

Quality Regulatory Framework (QRF), (Tusla, 2018). However, despite these 

requirements, participation in outdoor play is often restricted for children with 

additional needs (Must, Phillips, Curtin, & Bandini, 2015). 

Outdoor play environments contribute significantly to social learning and social 

inclusion (Beunderman, 2010; Prellwitz, 2007). Recently, there is a growing 

awareness of the threat of play deprivation (Lynch, 2017). Recent research 

ascertains that there is a direct correlation between the lack of natural outdoor 

play and the increasing development of anxiety amongst children and teenagers 
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(Gray, 2011). Indeed, children’s mental health is deteriorating and this decrease 

in play is resulting in unhappy children (IPA, 2014). White (2014) advocates for 

outdoor play and highlights the unique opportunities that arise when children 

engage in outdoor play. Children enjoy fresh air and experience sensory whole-

body movement while developing social interactions and a sense of well-being 

(White, 2014). 

The positive effects of natural outdoor play on motor skills are well documented 

(Fjortoft, 2001). Growing bodies of research suggest that daily outdoor play in 

natural environments contributes significantly to children’s well-being, health 

and holistic development (Gill, 2014; Lester & Russell, 2008; Pretty et al., 

2007). General comment no. 17 of the CRC highlights the importance of diverse 

and challenging outdoor play environments where children can enjoy nature, 

participate with their peers and experience freedom from discrimination or 

exclusion (CRC, 2013). 

Considering that the presence of an impairment frequently reduces the amount 

of time given to active physical play experiences (Law, 2002), children with 

additional needs must be empowered to become confident to engage in such 

activities so they can become responsible and self-sufficient (Caprino, 2018). A 

new approach to outdoor play has emerged which promotes the use of loose 

parts and natural resources and recognises that children need ample 

opportunities for running, climbing, heavy lifting and swinging to develop their 

proprioception, vestibular and motor skills (Greenland, 2010). In fact, the 

Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play, emphasises that access to natural, 

outdoor, active play with its risks, is essential for optimal child development 

(Tremblay et al., 2015).  

Contact with nature is self-restorative for children (Korpela, Ylen, Tyrvainen & 

Silvennoinen, 2008). Sensory play features significantly in the play preferences 

of children and children’s participation increases with the provision of sensory 

opportunities (Conn, 2015; Dunn, Cox, Foster, Mische-Lawson & Tanquary, 

2012). Blake, Sexton, Lynch, Moore, and Coughlan (2018) suggest that children 

with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) seek out sensory experiences. 

Conversely, Baker, Lane, Angley and Young (2008) found that many children 

with ASD experience difficulties with sensory processing which impacts on their 

participation (Lynch, 2017). Outdoor environments play a significant role in 
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providing diverse, multi- sensory qualities that stimulate the development of 

body, mind and spirit (Moore & Cosco, 2005). Again, the benefits of exposure to 

outdoor environments emphasises the importance of considering the 

uniqueness of each child. To support participation, the environment must meet 

each child’s individual functional capacity (Lynch, 2017).  

Child well-being is heightened in outdoor environments when children have 

countless opportunities for child-led, open-ended free-play (Gill, 2014). Free-

play occurs when children choose the activities, control the limits and lead the 

development of the play episode (Mindes, 2006). Children also need 

opportunities to take reasonable risks and participate in adventurous play 

(Sandseter & Kennair, 2011). Children gain short and long-term benefits from 

experiences that involve some risk as they develop skills, overcome fears and 

master challenges (Caprino, 2018; Gill, 2007). Natural outdoor play 

environments provide more opportunities for free adventurous play than indoor 

play experiences (Caprino, 2018).  

 

2.3.4 Adventurous outdoor play and the dignity of risk taking 

 

Although the importance of adventurous play is widely recognised, parenting 

styles became more focused on eliminating risk and protecting children after 

World War Two (Tovey, 2010). This led to a risk adverse culture which limited 

children’s opportunities to play outdoors (Brussoni, Olsen, Pike & Sleet, 2012). 

Playgrounds became sterile and standardised to eliminate any potential risks 

and keep children safe (Brussoni, Gibbons, Gray, Ishikawa, Beate, Sandseter & 

Tremblay, 2015). Bundy, Luckett, Tranter, Naughton, Wyver, Ragen, and Spies 

(2009) suggest that “the biggest risk is that there is no risk at all”. Children need 

to experience risks in order to learn how to assess and manage risks (Caprino, 

2018). However, parents are often protective of their children therefore it can be 

difficult for them to allow their child to test their limits and take risks. A risk 

adverse culture can constrain children’s movement, restrict their play and stifle 

their creativity and holistic development (Gill, 2007). Indeed, Caprino (2018) 

suggests that opportunities for risky play are even more crucial for children with 

additional needs.  
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ELCPs can provide physical support and encouragement so that children with 

additional needs have opportunities to experiment and actively explore their 

abilities (Bianquin, 2018). In turn, children can relax and develop confidence 

(Ashley, 1999). ELCPs can also support parents by providing more information 

on the importance of play for children with additional needs (Zappaterra, 2018). 

ELCPs have a responsibility to openly communicate with parents and share the 

scope of the learning and development that occurs through adventurous 

outdoor play (NCCA, 2009).  

Nevertheless, there are always factors to consider when encouraging children 

to participate as each child has unique abilities and needs. When assessing 

appropriate degrees of risk, adults must consider the child’s individual traits. 

There may be some restrictions to full inclusion which cannot be avoided; for 

example, children with epilepsy may not climb trees and children with physical 

impairments may become tired quickly (Wellhousen, 2002). Intellectual 

impairments may limit a child’s ability to assess and manage risks while 

sensory, autistic spectrum disorders or motor impairments may hinder a child’s 

ability to explore environments freely. It is more likely that children with such 

impairments will need supportive adults present while they engage in outdoor 

play (Von Benzon, 2010). Considering these factors, adults must be competent 

in evaluating and providing appropriate experiences that will support children to 

become more responsible and self-sufficient (Caprino, 2018).  

Sandseter & Kennair (2011) suggest that opportunities for adventurous play are 

a valuable contribution to the holistic development of children with additional 

needs. However, children often face physical and attitudinal barriers which 

restrict their participation in adventurous play experiences (Caprino, 2018). The 

adults view of the child is paramount in determining whether adults feel that 

children need to be protected or empowered. Gill (2007) and Chudacoff (2007) 

emphasise that adults need to focus less on safety and reflect more on 

improving spaces for children. To this end it is imperative that adults provide 

welcoming, appropriate and malleable environments that will empower children 

with additional needs to participate in natural play experiences (Bianquin, 2018). 
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2.4 Inclusive play environments 

 

Children with additional needs frequently experience exclusion (Besio et al., 

2018). Well-informed adults can counteract exclusion by supporting inclusive 

play experiences and interactions between all children (Zappaterra, 2018). 

Beresford (2002) emphasises that inclusive environments are free from barriers 

and blur any differences in the abilities of children. Adults and peers need to 

celebrate individuality, embrace difference and provide opportunities for children 

to play together in many diverse ways. When children with additional needs 

have opportunities to observe and interact with more knowledgeable others 

their holistic development is significantly enhanced (Besio et al., 2018). 

The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) 

(2009) supports a pedagogical inclusive model that promotes equality 

regardless of difference. This model suggests that environments, both affective 

and effective, should be adapted to afford opportunities to all children to reach 

their potential. Inclusive environments afford all children equal access and 

opportunities to share contexts, explore, collaborate, test their abilities, make 

choices and experience a multitude of emotions (Besio et al., 2018; National 

Children’s Bureau (NCB), 2007). This is echoed in the Diversity, Equality and 

Inclusion Charter Guidelines which acknowledge the diversity of ELCS and 

promote equal participation rights for all children (DCYA, 2016b). 

A universal design philosophy recognises that diversity is a normal part of 

everyday life (GOI, 2019). Inclusive play means meeting all children’s need to 

play, wherever and however they choose (PlayCore, 2015). It is not about 

meeting ‘special needs’ (Douch, 2006). Adults must be mindful to respect and 

value play and to offer rich opportunities so that all children can enjoy more time 

and space to play. Through inclusive play, children can develop friendships and 

a sense of belonging. Inclusive play in inclusive environments is essential for 

the holistic development of all children and particularly important for children 

with additional needs as they frequently experience overprotection and 

marginalisation (NCB, 2006).  

There is an increased focus on the impact of play environments for children with 

additional needs (Law, Darrah, Pollock, Wilson, Russell, Walter, et al., 2011; 

Rosenbaum & Stewart, 2004). Play is widely recognised as a powerful engine 
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for holistic development; however, the quality of play is influenced by the 

environment it occurs in. Therefore, if the environment is not prepared to 

support children’s ways of functioning then children with additional needs may 

not enjoy the same opportunities as their peers (Besio & Stancheva-

Popkostadinova, 2018). Quality play spaces are a significant piece of the 

mosaic of children’s lives and should empower children to have their voices 

heard and respected (IPA, 2016). Nevertheless, Barron, Beckett, Cannon-

Jones, Coussens, Desoete, Fenney et al. (2017) suggest that environments are 

often unsuitable and inaccessible for children with additional needs. 

Considering that children’s learning, development, relationships and interactions 

are influenced by their environments (Brooker & Woodhead, 2012), children 

need responsive, flexible environments that will support them to enjoy diverse 

challenges and opportunities as they grow and develop (IPA, 2016). However, 

sensory, cognitive or physical impairments can have a negative impact on 

children’s play opportunities if environments are not optimal (Mindes, 2006). 

Investment in universal design is essential to promote inclusion and shield 

children with additional needs from discrimination (IPA, 2016). Indeed, the 

Universal Design Guidelines published in 2019 recognise that ELCS provide 

one of the most important environments for young children (GOI, 2019a). These 

guidelines offer practical strategies to assist planners, architects and ELCPs to 

provide inclusive, accessible, high quality settings (GOI, 2019b).  

 

2.5 Partnerships with parents and families 

 

Article 42.1 of the Irish Constitution (GOI, 2018a) states that “the primary and 

natural educator of the child is the family” (p. 166). Parents, therefore, are 

considered experts on the needs and development of their child and should be 

involved in all decisions affecting their child’s learning and development (Avdi, 

Griffin, & Brough, 2000). Indeed, Síolta (CECDE, 2017) and Aistear (NCCA, 

2009) affirm this and emphasise the importance of respectful partnerships with 

parents.  

Aistear highlights the importance of identity and belonging and asserts that all 

children and families should feel a sense of belonging in their ELCS (NCCA, 
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2009). Guralnick (2011) also highlights the importance of a sense of belonging 

for parents, however parents of children with additional needs can often be 

negatively affected by the perspectives of other parents whose children do not 

have additional needs (Twomey & Shevlin, 2017). When parents feel that their 

child does not belong, they can feel vulnerable and experience feelings of 

otherness and exclusion (Broburg, 2011). Labelling can occur in ELCS when 

children question or highlight the behaviour of other children (Ablon, 1995). In 

these situations, it is imperative that adults highlight children’s strengths and 

abilities to reconceptualise additional needs and support all children to 

understand and accept difference (Terzi, 2005).  

According to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, the 

microsystem plays a pivotal role in determining developmental outcomes. In line 

with Bronfenbrenner’s holistic approach, ELCS regard a whole child approach 

as vital to support positive experiences for all children and their families 

(Mooney, 2013). Poor interactions can accentuate negative emotions 

experienced by parents (McLaughlin, 2005). Conversely, practitioners who 

adopt a strengths-based approach to engage and collaborate with parents can 

empower parents and develop respectful relationships with families (Guralnick, 

2011; Roll-Peterson, 2001). Parents need their voice to be heard (Twomey & 

Shevlin, 2017). Strong partnerships between parents and practitioners have the 

potential to encourage practitioners to listen objectively and respect parent’s 

perceptions, opinions and beliefs about their child (Searcy, 2012). In turn, 

practitioners can reflect on the uniqueness of families and the current context, 

while considering how best to support each child (Harnett, Dolan, 

Guerin, Tierney & Walls, 2007). 

 

2.6 The role of the adult in supporting play 

 

Bianquin (2018) suggests that disability can jeopardise children’s right to play 

and highlights the role that adults play in supporting children to participate in 

play. She emphasises that adults must be flexible, considerate and creative 

when providing rich play experiences for children with different functioning to 

empower children with additional needs to benefit fully from the experience. 

Bianquin (2018) also proposes, that in the case of disability, equipment or toys 
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are not enough to enable rich play experiences without modelling, interactions 

and relationships. Brodin (2018) endorses this view and suggests that effective 

and collaborative adults can use play as a tool to enable children with multiple 

additional needs to develop skills. She suggests that in cases where children 

have severe or multiple additional needs ‘it takes two to play’. Indeed, the LUDI 

model suggests that the knowledge and competence of adults is a key 

component in providing meaningful play experiences for children with additional 

needs (Besio et al., 2018).   

ELCS support young children to evolve, develop and achieve their own unique 

potential. The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation 

(UNESCO), (UN, 2012) states that Early Intervention is critical in supporting 

children to reach their full potential. Feldman (2004) suggests that early 

intervention encompasses experiences that prevent or minimise delays or 

difficulties caused by biological or environmental factors as early as possible. 

Research by working group 4 of the COST action LUDI affirms the need for 

knowledgeable adults that can effectively facilitate, support and sustain 

children’s play and interactions (Zappaterra, 2018). ELCPs are uniquely placed 

to adapt to the children’s capabilities, remove barriers, promote participation 

and support children to solve conflict and play with each other (Zappaterra 

2018). However, Barron et al. (2017) argue that adults supporting children with 

additional needs do not have the knowledge required to facilitate and enhance 

children’s play. 

Besio and Amelina (2017) suggest that children with physical impairments need 

the support of adults to enter their peers play while Miller, Kuhaneck, Spitzer, 

and Miller (2010) propose that children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

spend more time engaging in activities with adults rather than peers. Children 

with intellectual additional needs (ID) showed higher levels of engagement in 

pretend play and improved pretend-play skills while playing with adults (Nader- 

Grosbois & Vieillevoye, 2012). Bulgarelli and Stancheva-Popkostadinova (2017) 

propose that the adults who spend time with children can better understand the 

communication efforts of children with additional needs and therefore are well 

placed to support children to interact and develop relationships (Zappaterra, 

2018).  
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ELCPs can build strong attachments with the children in their care; they 

recognise each child’s unique preferences, abilities, strengths and interests and 

are well placed to provide rich, appropriate opportunities to facilitate children’s 

play at its best (Barron et al., 2017). Adults must look past the disability, 

promote inclusion and ensure that children with additional needs have rich play 

opportunities (Bianquin, 2018). Greater awareness and knowledge among the 

professionals that work with young children in ELCS have the potential to 

support inclusive practice and promote the right to play in inclusive 

environments for children with additional needs (Besio, 2018), thus, laying the 

foundations for inclusive communities of practice.   

 

2.7 Current Context 

 

Barron, Beckett, Coussens, Desoete, Cannon-Jones, Lynch, Prellwitz and 

Fenney-Salked (2016) suggest that there is a lack of research on the play 

experiences, preferences and challenges of children with additional needs. 

General Comment no. 17 (CRC, 2013) urges governments to take play 

seriously, while the IPA position statement (2015) promotes the right of children 

with additional needs to play. Better Outcomes Brighter Futures (DCYA, 2014) 

aims to protect the rights of children and outcome 1.4 emphasises the 

importance of play in enriching children’s lives. Lynch (2017) argues that 

although, the Irish Play Policy (NCO, 2004), recognises the importance of 

inclusive and equitable play provision and the need to research the play 

experiences of children with additional needs in Ireland, little progress has been 

made to implement the actions of policy due to a lack of government investment 

and support. However, the DCYA suggest that recent policy shifts have resulted 

in the acknowledgement of health, well-being and inclusion being prioritised 

within learning and development outcomes (DCYA, 2014).  

Considering that the principles of human rights, social justice and equal 

opportunities are influencing government commitments, the ELC sector has 

experienced a transformation which has led to the launch of a national whole 

government strategy for all children and their families (GOI, 2018b). The ‘first 5’ 

strategy stresses the importance of play and promotes rich play experiences for 
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all children (GOI, 2018b) and Universal Design Guidelines promote 

opportunities for all children to engage in exploration and play (GOI, 2019b). 

Although the Progressing Disability Services 2010 (HSE, 2013) sought to 

ensure that early intervention services and supports would be consistently 

available nationally, gaps between policy and practice exist and early 

intervention remains underdeveloped (Carroll, Murphy & Sixsmith, 2013). 

Families navigate an exceptionally difficult journey as they progress from the 

recognition stage to assessment, diagnosis and early intervention (Guralnick, 

1998). Austerity has resulted in a shortage of therapists and families 

subsequently face long waiting lists for early intervention (National Disability 

Authority (NDA), 2015). Families with sufficient financial resources may pay for 

private psychology assessments and intervention but unfortunately this 

compounds an already inequitable system (Twomey, 2018). Adequate 

investment is vital to support all parents and families to access appropriate 

resources and supports (Searcy, 2012). 

Indeed, there have been positive developments in ELC policy which promote 

diversity and inclusion in the ELC sector. The Start Strong (2010) quality 

agenda led to the development of ‘The Better Start Access and Inclusion Model’ 

(AIM) which was introduced in 2016. AIM intends to support inclusive early 

experiences and full participation for all children attending preschool in Ireland, 

with or without a diagnosis. This model involves seven levels of support which 

are based on the individual needs of the child and the context of the ELCS 

(GOI, 2019a). Having established that early intervention services and supports 

vary significantly on a national level (Twomey and Shevlin, 2017); AIM has been 

a positive development within the ELC sector as children can avail of supports 

without having a formal diagnosis. In the 2016/2017 academic year 2% of all 

children registered on the Early Childhood Care and Education Scheme 

(ECCE)1 in ELCS in Ireland were supported under AIM (Pobal, 2018a). 

Considering the literature and bearing in mind that some of the children involved 

in this research study may not have a formal diagnosis, this study focuses on 

 
1 The ECCE scheme provides free preschool sessions for children aged between 2 
years and 8 months and 5 years and 6 months. 
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children with additional needs who currently avail of AIM Supports in ELCS in 

Ireland.   

 

2.8 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has argued that play is an intrinsic part of human development and 

that all children have a fundamental right to play. Article 31 of the UNCRC (UN, 

1989) is devoted to the right of every child to play while article 30 of the CRPD 

(UN, 2006) highlights the responsibility of the state to ensure that all children 

with additional needs can participate in play. The literature presented in this 

chapter suggests that the implementation of children’s right to play is essential 

to support their well-being and holistic development (IPA, 2016). This point is 

further supported by the literature on the philosophies of play, such as ‘child-led, 

unstructured play’ (Gill, 2014) and ‘play for the sake of play’ (Besio, 2018). The 

literature presented also highlights the importance of natural outdoor play and 

adventurous play as significant contributors to the holistic development of 

children with additional needs (Caprino, 2018; Sandseter & Kennair, 2011). 

The nature of inclusive environments, the role of adults and the importance of 

respectful partnerships between parents and families have also been 

highlighted. This literature indicates that the attitudes of ELCPs and their view of 

children, play a pivotal role in the play opportunities offered to children in ELCS.  

Finally, the literature also highlights the importance of supporting and educating 

ELCPs to enable them to empower children with additional needs to participate 

in rich play experiences.  
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Chapter 3 - Methodology 
 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Having established in chapter two, that all children, with or without additional 

needs, have the right to play (UN, 1989; UN, 2006), and considering that active 

outdoor play is essential for healthy child development (Caprino, 2018; Tremblay 

et al., 2015), this qualitative research study explores the topic of outdoor play 

opportunities for children with additional needs in ELCS in Ireland.  

This chapter outlines and justifies the methodological approach used to answer 

the research question ‘Does outdoor play enhance the holistic development of 

children with additional needs in Early Learning and Care settings in Ireland’. 

Firstly, the context of the study is addressed before presenting a description and 

rationale for the research design. Following on from this, the sampling strategy, 

research instruments and data collection processes are presented. Finally, ethical 

issues and challenges encountered throughout the study are discussed before 

outlining the data analysis process.  

 

3.2 Purpose and context of the study 

 

The focus of this qualitative study is to explore the topic of outdoor play 

opportunities for children with additional needs in ELCS in Ireland. Interest in this 

research project arose from the researcher’s own experiences of working in an 

ELCS that aims to promote a seamless provision approach to pedagogy. There is 

no disparity between indoor and outdoor environments; they are equally presented 

as one rich learning environment. Every child has the freedom to choose whether 

they spend their time indoors or outdoors, without restrictions, at all times. This 

empowers children to choose a learning environment that best suits their interests 

and abilities on any given day.  
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3.3 Research questions and related aims 

 

The research question is entitled ‘Does outdoor play enhance the holistic 

development of children with additional needs in Early Learning and Care Settings 

in Ireland’.  

The following aims were chosen to guide the research project. 

From the perspective of both children with additional needs and professionals, 

1. How do children with additional needs perceive outdoor play spaces and 

activities? 

2. According to ELCPs, how does outdoor play influence the development of 

children with additional needs? 

3. Do children with additional needs enjoy the same outdoor play opportunities as 

their typically developing peers?  

 

3.4 Justification for using a qualitative approach 

 

A qualitative approach was used throughout this study to complement the 

exploratory nature of the research (Bryman, 2012). As qualitative research 

captures multiple perspectives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Parahoo, 2006), the 

choice of this methodological approach was to collect and analyse meaningful 

data which would provide a deep understanding of the lived experiences of both 

children and ELCPs. Qualitative research allows for the in-depth exploration of 

intangible beliefs which is effective in producing rich data and getting under the 

skin of the research topic (Wisker, 2001). As this project explored the unique lived 

perspectives of multiple individuals, a qualitative approach was considered more 

suitable to capture meaningful data (Bryman, 2012).  

A case study approach was applied to allow for deep exploration of the context of 

this study and the perspectives of ELCPs and children (Yin, 2013). This case 

study explored outdoor play opportunities for children with additional needs 

availing of AIM supports in particular ELCS in Ireland. This study was influenced 

by a constructivist / interpretive paradigm and informed by hermeneutics and 

phenomenology (Chilisa, 2011). The data collected were studied alongside 

relevant literature to gain a deeper understanding of outdoor play provision and 
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outcomes for children (Bryman, 2012). Considering the small sample size involved 

and the explorative nature of this current study, it was considered that a 

quantitative approach – which involves the collection and analysis of numerical 

data (Aliaga & Gunderson, 2002) - would not have contributed to this research 

project.  

 

3.5 Sampling Strategy  

 

Bryman (2012) highlights that sampling is a significant stage of any investigation 

and he emphasises the importance of purposeful sampling according to criteria 

that is relevant to the research project. A targeted approach to recruiting 

participants was developed in order to select information-rich participants (Patton, 

2002). Due to the nature of this study, which explored how children with additional 

needs are supported during outdoor play in ELCS in Ireland, criterion sampling 

was applied as a purposive sampling approach (Palys, 2008; Patton, 1990).  

 

The population of interest were children with additional needs availing of AIM 

supports in ELCS in Ireland and ELCPs working in the sector. Considering the 

focus on outdoor play experiences, it was decided to recruit ELCS that offer 

outdoor play opportunities to children on a daily basis. The geographic location 

chosen was County Offaly as the researcher is based in this county and realistic 

time frames had to be allocated for travelling to and from ELCS to carry out 

research. As this research project was carried out during the seasons of Winter 

and Spring, inclement weather could have impacted on the outdoor play 

opportunities afforded to children. Therefore, it was decided to include ELCS that 

had taken part in the Healthy Ireland Outdoor Play Programme as they were 

committed to providing daily outdoor play opportunities for children throughout all 

seasons. This reduced the potential target population to eight ELCS. 

 

3.5.1 Inclusion Criteria 

 

The criteria for inclusion in this research project included ELCS that: 

• Were located in Co. Offaly. 
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• Provided outdoor play opportunities to children on a daily basis. 

• Offered the ECCE scheme. 

• Have children with additional needs in attendance who avail of AIM 

supports. 

Following the process of inclusion and exclusion, the researcher contacted 

managers of ELCS in the target population to provide an overview of the research 

project and to assess their interest in participating in the research. Finally, the 

researcher sent written information and invitations to the managers of the ELCS 

who expressed an interest in participating (appendices A, B). Information packs 

outlined the project in detail and included consent forms for all potential 

participants. There were three services out of the eight services who were eligible 

to participate. More services were willing to participate but they did not have 

children availing of AIM supports in attendance and therefore did not meet the 

inclusion criteria of this research project. 

 

3.6 Sampling 

 

This was a small-scale study comprising of  

• Ten Early Learning and Care Professionals. 

• Eight children with additional needs who currently avail of AIM 

supports. 

 

3.7 Context   

 

All participating ELCS offer daily outdoor play opportunities to all children with 

sensory play experiences and messy play. The amount of time spent outdoors 

varies between the three settings, however all participants have recently increased 

the amount of time they spend outdoors due to their participation in a Healthy 

Ireland Outdoor Play Programme. Each setting offers different opportunities for 

risky play. It should be noted that all children who participated in this study were 

invited to choose their own pseudonyms. Three out of the eight participating 

children accepted this offer and chose to be named Ben, Eli and Princess. All 
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other pseudonyms were chosen by the researcher to protect the identity of 

participants. 

 

Setting A: ELC full daycare setting 2with large outdoor play area. This service 

has just secured AIM supports with Level 7 3funding for a child who requires 

additional support. This service was operating to full capacity ratios 4(Tusla, 2018). 

There were 2 adults caring for 22 children throughout this research study. 

 

Setting B: ELC full daycare setting with large outdoor play area. This service 

has several children in attendance who currently avail of AIM supports with level 7 

funding. Subsequently, additional ELCPs are employed in this service therefore 

child to adult ratios were lower than regulation requirements during this research 

study. 

 

Setting C: ELC sessional preschool 5with small outdoor play area. This service 

has several children in attendance who currently avail of AIM supports with level 7 

funding. Additional ELCPs are employed in this service therefore child to adult 

ratios were lower than regulation requirements during this research study. 

 

 
2 A Full Day Care Service is an Early Years’ Service offering a structured day care service for early 

years children for more than five hours a day. This service may include a sessional service for early 

years children not attending the full day care service (Tusla, 2018). 

 
3 Where other levels of support are not sufficient to meet the needs of the child, service providers, 

in partnership with parents, can apply for additional capitation to fund extra staff in the preschool 

room or to enable a reduction in the child to staff ratio. (Pobal, 2018b). 

 
4 The Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016, requires that adult:child ratios 

are 1:11 for any child availing of the ECCE scheme and attending an ELC service for up to 3.5 

hours (Tusla, 2018). After 3.5 hours these ratios reduce to 1:8 or 1:6 depending on the age of the 

child (Tusla, 2018). 

 
5 A Sessional Pre-School Service is an ELC Service offering a planned programme to children for 

not more than 3.5 hours per session. A Sessional Service can cater for children aged 0-6 years 

(Tusla, 2018). 
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3.8 Research Instruments 

 

The following research instruments were used to collect data.  

Informal structured interviews were used to open lines of communication and 

minimise any gulf between the researcher and the participant (O’Leary, 2014). The 

informal nature of the interviews supported the development of rapport and trust 

between the interviewer and the interviewee and enabled the researcher to draw 

out the voice of the participant and gain rich, in-depth qualitative data (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011; O’Leary, 2014).  

Semi structured interviews were carried out with eight children attending the ELC 

settings and availing of AIM supports. Interviews began with a defined questioning 

plan but shifted to follow the natural flow of conversation (O’Leary, 2014). This 

allowed the researcher to facilitate children’s ability to answer and provided an 

insight into children’s own experiences and perspectives and to treat children as 

experts in their own lives (Dupree et al., 2001; Dockett & Perry, 2002; O’Leary, 

2014). Interviews took place in the children’s ELCS during free-play and were 

respectful of children’s views (Clarke & Moss, 2011). 

 

3.9 Field work – Pilot study 

 

A pilot study was carried out in February 2019 with two independent ELCPs. This 

study highlighted that questions were scripted in a manner that did not flow and 

therefore were not conducive to informal discussions. Subsequently, ice-breaker 

questions were included, and the phrasing of all questions were revisited and 

amended. Some questions were extended to encourage participants to elaborate 

on their answers. It was also decided to include the names of the children in the 

questions to make it easier for participants to understand questions and relate 

their answers to the children participating in this current study. The rationale for 

this decision was to encourage participants to relate to their own lived experiences 

rather than trying to give the correct answers. 
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Following the pilot study, semi-structured interviews were scheduled in advance 

with ELCPs to ensure they were conducted at a convenient time to minimise any 

potential disruption to participants and to the daily routine in the participating 

ELCS. These interviews took place in March and April of 2019. In all cases, the 

ELC managers were very accommodating and professionals were given time and 

space away from their daily duties to take part in the interviews. Interviews were 

audio recorded with prior permission from participants and transcribed within 

twenty-four hours to capture the tone of the interview while it was fresh in the 

researcher’s memory.  

The dates for children’s semi-structured interviews were scheduled in advance, 

however, the times were flexible and interviews with children unfolded organically 

during their normal daily routine to avoid any disruption. Children were given time 

and space to play during the interview process. In cases where the children were 

pre-verbal, the researcher observed and engaged in play with the children to gain 

an insight into their lived experiences. A dictaphone and notebook were used to 

record the researcher’s observations of the children’s play and to record non-

verbal communication and tone.  

 

3.10 Ethics 

 

This research was underpinned by a rights-based perspective. The researcher 

was accountable and appreciated that she had a rights responsibility throughout 

the research (Mac Naughton & Smith, 2005). The researcher engaged respectfully 

with all participants with honesty and transparency. Ethical approval was sought 

from Trinity College Dublin on the 8th of October 2018 and granted on the 28th 

November 2018. 

 

3.10.1 Informed Consent 

 

Informed consent was key to this research project. All parties involved in the 

project were informed of the structure and purpose of the research and had to 

complete consent forms before the study was conducted. Information sheets 

(appendix A) and consent forms (appendix B) were sent to the managers of the 

ELCS in which the study is based. The research, and the nature/duration of the 
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ELCPs and children’s participation, was described to the manager and written 

consent was sought to proceed with the research in the ELCS. Participation did 

not commence until the consent of all parties had been granted. 

One of the ELCS was privately owned, therefore consent was provided by the 

manager prior to inviting potential participants to engage in the research project. 

The remaining two ELCS were community based therefore consent was sought 

and granted from boards of management before approaching any potential 

participants. Following consent from boards of management, the managers invited 

ELCPs to participate in the research. Interested participants were presented with 

an information sheet (appendix C) and invited to participate in the interview 

component of the study. For those willing to participate in the research, signed 

consent forms (appendix D), were required before they commenced their 

involvement in the research. 

Following consent from the ELCPs; information and consent forms were shared 

with parents (appendices E, F) and children (appendices G, H) by the managers of 

the ELCS. The nature of the study was described in detail by the researcher to the 

parents of children attending the ELCS. The researcher made it clear that children 

were not obliged to participate in any aspect of the study and that parents or 

children could withdraw their consent or assent at any time without having to give 

a reason and without prejudice. Interested parents and children were then invited 

to agree to participate in the study. No data were collected until all consent forms 

were returned and signed by all relevant parties. The research project consent 

forms and information sheets included checkboxes for consent for children to 

participate in semi-structured interviews.   

Clear information was provided so that both groups of participants understood the 

research topic and knew what to expect throughout the research. The researcher 

emphasised that there was absolutely no obligation to take part in this research 

study and that participants could withdraw from the study at any time without 

prejudice and without implications (Loveridge, 2010). It was highlighted that non-

participation or withdrawal from the study would not affect their practice or their 

involvement in the Healthy Ireland Outdoor Play Programme in any way.  
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3.10.2 Children as participants 

 

Children’s views and opinions were respected throughout this research projected 

as highlighted in article 12 of the UNCRC (UN, 1989). To avoid children being 

represented as victims of research (Coady, 2001) and to go beyond informed 

consent (Mac Naughton, Smith & Davies, 2008) children were informed that they 

were integral to this research project and that their input was valuable and 

important. Children were invited to choose their own pseudonyms. The researcher 

worked around each individual child’s preferences and carried out informal 

interviews in a variety of ways without impeding the child’s experience. Interviews 

were carried out through play and during specific activities that interested the 

children if that was their preference. The research project was explained in age 

and stage appropriate language for children (appendix G). All interactions and 

communication were respectful and relaxed.  

The best interests of each child were paramount throughout this study, the 

researcher complied with garda vetting requirements of the Child Care Act 1991 

(Early Years Services) Regulations 2016 (DCYA, 2016a) and the Children and 

Vulnerable Persons Act 2012 (National Vetting Bureau, 2012). The researcher 

was positioned as a researcher throughout this study therefore all data collection 

was carried out in the presence of other ELCPs to comply with the Child Care Act 

1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016 (DCYA, 2016a).  

The researcher complied with requirements of the Children First Act 2015 (GOI, 

2015) and Children First National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of 

Children (DCYA, 2017). Therefore, participants were informed that in the event of 

child protection concerns or child abuse the researcher would report any concerns 

to the relevant authorities in line with the Children First Act 2015 (GOI, 2015).  

The research is compliant with general data protection regulations. Findings were 

anonymised and no photographic or video data were collected. Any paper data 

collected is securely stored in a locked case in the researcher’s office. Electronic 

data is password protected and stored on an encrypted external hard drive. All 

data will be retained for 13 months after completion of the thesis examination 

process. Following this period, all electronic copies of the data will be deleted from 

all storage sites and all paper copies will be shredded. 
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3.11 Limitations/ Challenges 

 

The data were gathered from ELCS that promote outdoor play and provide ample 

time for children to engage in daily outdoor play. Further research focusing on 

settings which faciliate less outdoor play time would provide an interesting 

comparison.  

The researcher found that the use of a dictaphone to record all conversations and 

observations was not always appropriate. By requesting permission to record the 

conversations, the researcher felt she was distracting the children and 

jeopardising the authenticity of the recordings. The researcher found she was less 

intrusive if she took a step back and scribed the children’s words and her own 

observations. However, this method introduced other challenges as it was time 

consuming. 

The data were gathered from a very small sample of children and professionals in 

ELCS in one geographical location. Further studies that focus on larger numbers 

of participants and other geographical locations would assess the generalisation of 

these findings.  

 

3.12 Data Analysis 

 

Following a thorough examination of the data, a method of thematic analysis was 

applied (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Following a thorough examination of the data 

corpus, familiarity with its content was achieved. Data were manually coded by 

inserting comments on word documents. Following the identification of initial codes 

several copies of data were printed and manually color-coded to match initial 

codes to data extracts that demonstrate that code. Several more copies of data 

were then printed and colour-coded to ensure all data extracts were coded and 

collated together within each code. Some individual extracts of data were coded 

more than once, where relevant. Following the identification of codes, visual 

thematic maps were used to begin analysing codes and identify candidate themes 

and sub-themes. Candidate themes were then reviewed against all collated data 

extracts to ensure they captured the contours of the coded data. Data corpus were 
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then re-examined to consider the validity of themes and to ascertain if the 

candidate thematic map accurately reflected the meanings evident in the overall 

data set. This process involved some re-coding and refining coding to produce a 

final thematic map. 

 

3.13 Conclusion 

 

This chapter presents and justifies the qualitative case study approach used 

throughout this current research project to explore the topic of outdoor play 

opportunities for children with additional needs, in particular ELCS in Ireland. The 

research questions and related aims were presented with the rationale for 

choosing a qualitative case study approach. The research methodology was 

outlined, including the research design, data collection tools, sampling strategy, 

inclusion criteria and participant recruitment. Ethical issues and challenges were 

then highlighted before detailing the data analysis process. The findings from the 

thematic analysis of the data will be presented in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4 - Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter presents the findings of a qualitative case study which explored the 

following questions: 1. How do children with additional needs perceive outdoor 

play spaces and activities? 2. According to ELCPs, how does outdoor play 

influence the development of children with additional needs? and 3. Do children 

with additional needs enjoy the same outdoor play opportunities as their typically 

developing peers? This chapter presents the findings using thematic analysis; first 

thematic analysis is identified and its disadvantages and advantages as an 

approach in qualitative research are outlined. An outline is then offered regarding 

how thematic analysis was used in this current study. Second, the themes which 

emerged from the data set are presented under three main themes namely, The 

interactive nature of outdoor play; Reducing otherness through outdoor play and 

Barriers to outdoor play (see tables 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3). 

 

 

Theme 1 - The Interactive nature of outdoor play 

Sub-themes 

 

• Social development 

• Developing positive 

dispositions 

• Behaviours and 

emotions 

• Well-being 

• Physical development 

 

Sample quotes 

Child 

“I make mud-pies with my friends.” (Kate). 

 

Professional 

 “When they’re outside they help each 

other whereas when they’re inside they 

leave that to the teachers. I saw a boy 

holding a girl’s hand on the balance bike 

and he said, “it’s okay, come on, I’ll help 

you.” (Professional 3b). 

Table 4.1. Theme 1 – The interactive nature of outdoor play 
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Theme 2 - Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor play 

Sub-themes 

 

• Positive social 

interactions 

• Accepting difference 

• Freedom to develop 

relationships 

• Sensory stimulation 

Sample quotes 

Child 

“I chase my friends and we laugh.” (Eli). 

 

Professional 

“Inside they are scared and get upset if he 

takes toys off them. When they are 

outside, they don’t even notice that there’s 

a difference. There’s never an issue. No 

behaviour, no telling tales, no incidents.” 

(Professional 2b). 

 Table 4.2. Theme 2 – Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor play 

 

 

Theme 3 - Barriers to outdoor play 

Sub-themes 

 

• Professionals biases 

and fears 

• Professionals stress 

• Social / emotional 

competencies 

• Risks / accidents 

• Medical conditions 

• Other children’s fears 

• Messy environment 

• Parents concerns 

Sample quotes 

 

Child 

“The big climbing frame is my favourite 

thing but I’m not allowed on that until the 

slide is on because I might fall off the top.” 

(Eli). 

Professional 

“Outside I’m more nervous because her 

sugars can drop. I would be scared of her 

having a hypo because I’ve never seen it.” 

(Professional 1b). 

Table 4.3. Theme 3 – Barriers to outdoor play 
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4.2 Thematic Analysis 

 

Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). As this current researcher has limited 

experience in qualitative research it was considered that thematic analysis would 

be the best qualitative analytic method for this study due to its accessibility and 

flexibility. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that thematic analysis allows for social 

and psychological interpretation of data and can generate unanticipated insights 

and analyses suited to informing future policy and practice. However, the flexibility 

of the method can also be considered a disadvantage as the researcher must 

decide what aspects of data to focus on without specific guidelines. It can also be 

difficult to interpret data beyond description without the use of an existing 

theoretical framework that anchors the analytic claims that are made (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was applied throughout this current study in 

accordance with the analytical approach and guidance for developing themes as 

outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). Themes were defined to provide structure 

and coherence and to offer a means of reviewing and refining data to support a 

vigorous process of analysis.  

 

4.3 Theme 1- The interactive nature of outdoor play 

 

Theme one is compatible with theories of attachment (Bowlby, 1982) and bio-

ecological development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Bowlby’s attachment 

theory suggests that the attachments children develop in early childhood can 

influence the relationships they build throughout life (Bowlby, 1982). It was evident 

throughout this current study that participating ELCPs were attuned to children and 

used effective communication skills as participating children confidently engaged 

with professionals and peers through verbal and non-verbal communication, body 

language, and gestures. In line with Murray and Greenberg, (2006) the findings of 

this current study also highlight the dynamic interplay between children, 

relationships and environmental factors. Curti and Moreno (2010) suggest that 

children’s lives are affected by their encounters with others. Evidence suggests 

that these encounters produce distinct behaviours and emotions which vary 

significantly between indoor and outdoor play environments (Curti & Moreno, 
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2010).  Findings from this present study suggest that positive peer to peer 

interactions increased considerably during outdoor play. These positive 

interactions support children’s holistic development as they construct a zone of 

proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) and learn from their peers who collectively 

act as a more knowledgeable other (Bodrova & Leong, 2015). Within this context, 

social competencies improve as children learn which behaviours are considered 

appropriate within their peer group (Murray & Greenberg, 2006). 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Influence of Outdoor Play on Children’s Development 

 

Figure 4.1 illustrates the interactive nature of outdoor play as highlighted in this 

current study. ELCPs cited an increase in social competencies and the 

development of positive dispositions as the most significant outcomes of outdoor 

play opportunities for the participating children. Indeed, self-regulation skills and 

emotional well-being filtered through these areas and were interconnected with the 

development of social competencies throughout this present study. 

 

Social
Development

Positive
Dispositions

Self-Regulation Emotional Well-
Being

Physical
Development

Influence of outdoor play on Children's 
Development 
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4.3.1 Sub-theme 1 – The influence of outdoor play on children’s social 

development 

 

Beunderman (2010) suggests that outdoor play contributes significantly to social 

learning and social inclusion. The findings of this present research highlight that 

during outdoor play, children with additional needs became significantly less 

dependent on adults as they engaged and interacted more with their peers, thus, 

developing social competence, friendships, relationships and self-regulation skills: 

“I have to go looking for him when we’re outside, whereas inside he is 

beside me all the time.” (Professional 5b). 

“Inside he follows me around and craves adult attention, there’s a huge 

difference when he’s outside.” (Professional 1a).  

Throughout the current study, participants consistently indicated that social 

competencies increased as children developed the desire to communicate with 

their peers and refine their communication skills: 

“His social skills are much better outside and he plays with other children. 

When he’s inside he won’t play with other children.” (Professional 4b). 

Professionals reported that children were less dependent on adults and more self-

confident during outdoor play which were found to significantly enhance children’s 

social skills and social interactions: 

“Inside he always looks for an adult to play with him, but I don’t see that 

outside.” (Professional 3c). 

“Inside, he sits on his own a lot, he’s not a great mixer. Outside he’s 

happier, he doesn’t get frustrated and he joins in more and mixes more with 

the other children” (Professional 2c). 

 

4.3.2 Sub-theme 2 – The influence of outdoor play on the development of 

positive dispositions 

 

When children with additional needs have opportunities to experiment and actively 

explore their abilities, their self-confidence is enhanced (Ashley, 1999; Bianquin, 

2018). As previously indicated, findings of this current study suggest that children 
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developed independence from adults and interacted and collaborated more with 

their peers during outdoor play. For example, when a participating professional 

offered to accompany a child to feed some chickens the child declined and chose 

to play with his peers instead: 

“My friend is getting dressed. You can walk over to the chickens yourself. I 

am waiting for my friend.” (Child 1a) 

According to these professionals, this increased independence fostered self-

confidence and supported the development of relationships: 

“Inside, he won’t let go of my hand. Outside he calls their names and runs 

around with them.” (Professional 5b). 

“When they’re outside they join in more with the other children without 

needing us to encourage them.” (Professional 2C). 

 

Aistear suggests that play supports children to develop positive dispositions such 

as wanting to communicate (NCCA, 2009). Findings of this present study indicate 

that children initiated more peer interactions during outdoor play: 

“He’s not the best mixer indoors. But when he’s outside, he wants to play 

with the other children and be involved. He wouldn’t have many friends 

inside; he wouldn’t talk to them. Outside he calls their names. He would 

never do this inside.” (Professional 5b). 

 

Risky play supports children to develop positive dispositions as they learn how to 

cope with risky situations and develop risk competence (Brussoni, Olsen, Pike & 

Sleet, 2012). In this current study, children displayed risk awareness as they 

discussed their play experiences: 

“The big climbing frame is my favourite thing; but I’m not allowed on that until 

the slide is on because I might fall off the top.” (Child 1a). 

Indeed, participating professionals reported that children were becoming more 

resilient, responsible and self-confident as they practiced assessing and managing 

risks in the outdoor environment: 
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“His confidence has grown so much. He hasn’t mastered the climbing frame 

yet but he keeps at it.” (Professional 5b). 

“Children are working together and becoming much more resilient.” 

(Professional 2b). 

“The climbing frame has really increased her confidence. She was scared in 

the beginning but now she says, ‘I can do this’ and she’s delighted with 

herself.” (Professional 1b). 

Risk competence and perception can be developed through rich learning 

environments (Lavrysen, Bertrands, Leyssen, Smets, Vanderspikken & De Graef, 

2017). Findings of the present study indicate that children developed courage as 

they learned how to assess and manage risks through outdoor play:  

“Even on the climbing frame, he’s getting so much braver and going up and 

down the slide, he’s much braver.” (Professional 4b). 

Evidence suggests that preschool children seek risk (Little & Wyver, 2008; 

Sandseter, 2009). Throughout the current study it was noted that children engaged 

in adventurous play and indicated their preference for risky play. Participating 

children cited their preference for adventurous activities such as sliding down a 

slippery slide, climbing, jumping from a height and rolling down hills: 

 “I love rolling down the hill really fast.” (Child 4c). 

“I like the bikes and the slide and the hill and running and climbing.” (Child 

1b). 

Research suggests that it is important to provide opportunities for risky play 

activities to support children to develop risk competence and improve risk 

perception (Brussoni, Brunelle, Pike, Sandseter, Herrington, Turner et al., 2014; 

Christensen & Mikkelsen, 2008). Interestingly, the equipment that participating 

children reported as being their favourite during this study also referred to 

adventurous physical play as children cited climbing frames, balance bikes and 

slides: 

“I love coming down the hill on the bike.” (Child 2b). 

“I like the slide when it’s slippery.” (Child 1b). 
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It has been suggested that children hone their problem-solving skills through 

outdoor play as they make choices, negotiate, set limits, overcome obstacles, 

solve problems and take risks (Collins & Foley, 2008). Findings from this current 

study indicated that during outdoor play children were learning how to solve 

problems as they collaborated with their peers: 

“The children are figuring more things out for themselves and experiencing 

much more.” (Professional 2a). 

 

 

4.3.3 Sub-theme 3 – The influence of outdoor play on self-regulation 

 

The findings of the current study demonstrated that there was significantly less 

conflict among children during outdoor play. Participating professionals reported 

less disruption, frustration, anger and competitiveness during outdoor play: 

“Everything escalates indoors if Eli does not spend time outdoors. On a wet 

day Eli will have blown several times.” (Professional 2a).  

“He’s much calmer when he’s playing outside.” (Professional 1a). 

“If a child takes something off Tom outside, he is fine. If that happened 

inside, he would flip.” (Professional 5b). 

Pianta (1994) suggests that children who experience positive interactions 

improve their social competencies and have less behavioural issues. Present 

findings indicate that outdoor play increased children’s opportunities to interact 

with peers, thus, supporting children to develop their social competence and 

regulate their emotions: 

“They never play up outside. They seem to be too busy doing their own 

thing.” (Professional 2c). 

“He’s more frustrated inside. If he’s inside and somebody takes something 

from him, he cannot handle it. Outside he’s fine. He’s so much calmer. If he 

doesn’t get outside, he lashes out a lot more.” (Professional 4b). 

Contact with messy play resources contribute to well-being (Gascoyne, 2017) and 

natural environments and resources are cited for their emotional and restorative 
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qualities (Capaldi, Passmore, Nisbet, Zelenski & Dopko, 2015). Moustakas (1953, 

cited in James, 1997) suggests that messy play materials support children to 

release pent up emotions. As one participating professional observed:  

“He gets overwhelmed inside if there’s a lot going on around him and he 

tends to hit out. When he’s outside his behaviour reduces, his sensory 

needs are met.” (Professional 2b). 

 

 

4.3.4 Sub-theme 4 – The influence of outdoor play on children’s well-being 

 

The correlation between the lack of natural outdoor play and increasing levels of 

anxiety amongst children have been highlighted (Gray, 2011). The IPA (2014) 

suggest that a decrease in play is resulting in unhappy children. All children 

participating in this current study indicated that they enjoy outdoor play. When 

asked to choose between indoors and outdoors, six out of eight participating 

children said they preferred outdoor play to indoor play: 

“I like outside, because it is more fun.” (Child 2b). 

 “I love outside the best because I can run and go on the slide.” (Child 1c). 

The two remaining children were pre-verbal, however observations carried out 

during the research study highlighted their enjoyment and engagement outdoors 

and the participating ELCPs also indicated that they love outdoor play. 

“He just loves to be out; he never wants to come back inside.” (Professional 

5b). 

“He’s a different child outdoors. He loves it.” (Professional 2a). 

When asked if outdoor play supports children’s holistic development nine out of 

ten ELCPs reported that children appear to develop a sense of well-being through 

outdoor play: 

“She absolutely loves being outside, since we extended our outdoor play-

time she is so happy.” (Professional 3b). 

“He’s like a different child outside; he’s beaming.” (Professional 5b). 

 “When they play outside, they are much happier.” (Professional 2c). 
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Indeed, ELCPs participating in this study reported that children attempted to 

extend their outdoor play time by delaying the transition back into the indoor 

environment: 

“He hides in the tunnel when it’s time to come back inside. He doesn’t want 

to come back in.” (Professional 4b). 

 

4.3.5 Sub-theme 5 – The influence of outdoor play on physical development 

 

Children with additional needs require opportunities and time to engage in physical 

play experiences (Caprino, 2018). Children develop their physical skills through 

outdoor play (Collins & Foley, 2008). Findings of this present study demonstrate 

that children refined their gross motor skills as they ran, climbed, rolled and 

tumbled. Children also developed strength and confidence and expended excess 

energy by participating in outdoor play.  

 

 

Figure 4.2 Children’s Outdoor Play Preferences 

 

As seen in Figure 4.2 above, physical and sensory play experiences were reported 

by participating children as being their favourite outdoor play activities. These were 

Physical Sensory Risky Equipment Friends

Children's Play Preferences
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followed closely by risky play activities which also incorporate physical play and 

whole-body movement:  

“I love walking on the tunnel and jumping off it.” (Child 2c). 

Fjortoft (2001) emphasises the positive effects of outdoor play on the development 

of children’s motor skills, while White (2014) highlights the benefits of sensory 

whole-body movements. Children in this current study reported physical activities 

such as running, rolling, balancing, and playing basketball as preferred outdoor 

play activities: 

“I love outside because you can just run around.” (Child 1b). 

“I like going outside with my wet suit when it’s raining. I like when it’s windy 

and I like rolling down the hill in my wet-suit.” (Child 4c). 

 

4.4 Theme 2 - Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor play 

 

Anthropologists believe that disability is socially constructed and defined by 

societal standards for perceived norms (Holzer, Vreede & Weigt, 1999; Susman, 

1994). Holt (2010) uses the term socio-emotional differences to stress that the 

difficulties lie with society and space as much as the individual’s characteristics. 

Occupying a space can bring psychological and subjective consequences 

(Goodley & Cole, 2015). The Cambridge English Dictionary defines ‘otherness’ as 

“Being or feeling different in appearance or character from what is familiar, 

expected or generally accepted.” 

Persons with disabilities are often labelled ‘the other’ and considered distinct from 

people who are not considered to have disabilities (Ablon, 1995). The findings in 

this present study demonstrate that children experienced feelings of otherness 

during indoor play which contributed to children feeling unwelcome and negatively 

impacted their sense of self. However, findings also indicated that ‘otherness’ was 

significantly reduced when children engaged in outdoor play. Children with 

additional needs who participated in this study enjoyed more positive social 

interactions and their typically developing peers became more accepting of 

difference. 
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4.4.1 Sub-theme 1 - Positive social interactions 

 

Group play supports social and emotional competence while promoting adapting 

behaviours and effective communication skills (Chinekesh, Kamalian, Eltemasi, 

Chinekesh & Alavi, 2014). Findings of this current research indicated that children 

engaged in more group activities and interacted with different children during 

outdoor play, thus learning how to collaborate with peers and play more 

cooperatively: 

“They join in line for the tickets for the slide and they join the other children 

playing in the mud kitchen.” (Professional 2c). 

Participating ELCPs reported that children’s socio-dramatic play skills improved 

through outdoor play. Children engaged in more role-play outdoors than indoors 

and played cooperatively with their peers while conforming to unspoken rules of 

play. In fact, present findings highlighted that participating children engaged in 

more role-play experiences with their peers during messy outdoor play: 

“I watched him yesterday and he sat patiently at the table outside and 

waited for the other children to make him mud pies and he pretended to eat 

them. He would not do that indoors, he would be pulling things off the 

children and running away with them.” (Professional 1c). 

Children who have more opportunities to interact with peers demonstrate higher 

levels of social competence and increase their ability to regulate emotions 

(Vaughn, Colvin, Caya, & Krysik, 2001). Improved self-regulation reduces the 

concept of otherness and improves social competencies as children observe and 

learn appropriate and inappropriate behaviours from their peers (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2015; Murray & Greenberg, 2006). Participating ELCPs reported improved 

social skills and competencies as the biggest influence of outdoor play. 

Professionals cited that children displayed more patience and less disruption and 

frustration outdoors. This in turn reduced conflict, improved relationships and 

promoted inclusive social interactions. Indeed, professionals reported a significant 

difference in behaviours if children cannot access the outdoor environment: 
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“If they are inside, they are frustrated and get hyper. Outside they don’t get 

frustrated. They mix with more people and the fresh air calms them down.” 

(Professional 2c). 

 

4.4.2 Sub-theme 2 - Accepting difference 

 

The findings in this current research study suggest that ‘otherness’ is significantly 

reduced during outdoor play: 

“You don’t really notice the differences outside.” (Professional 1b). 

Present findings also indicate that children are more accepting of difference and 

interact differently with each other during outdoor play. Coelho, Torres, Fernandes 

& Santos (2017) found that this social acceptance encourages appropriate 

behaviours.  Professionals reported that children enjoyed significantly more 

positive social interactions during outdoor play: 

“They seem to play with more children when they’re outside.” (Professional 

3b). 

“Outside they interact more with other children than with us. It’s almost like, 

inside is our world and outside is their world.” (Professional 3b). 

It was found that ELCPs supported children to embrace diversity while also 

supporting children to develop social skills, increase positive peer interactions and 

become independent from adults; as one professional stated: 

“Children are a bit nervous and wary of Tom because he can slap. They run 

away from him. We have to try to convince them that he’s trying to play with 

them and he’s not trying to take things off them. Actually, he doesn’t even 

try to take things off them outside but if I tell him to give something back 

outside, he will. Whereas inside he wouldn’t.” (Professional 5b). 

Ablon (1995) suggests that persons with additional needs are often labelled as 

being ‘different’. However, findings from this current research suggest that during 

outdoor play there was less labelling, and children were more welcoming, friendly, 

approachable and considerate: 

“The other children interact more with him outside.” (Professional 1b). 
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It was also found that participating ELCPs built strong relationships with children 

and understood their personalities, traits and individual needs so that they could 

support children to self-regulate: 

“If his behaviour escalates Noreen will bring him outside. He loves outside.” 

(Professional 2b). 

 

 

4.4.3 Sub-theme 3 - Freedom to develop relationships 

  

ELCPs participating in this current research study reported an increase in 

collaboration, resilience, imaginative play, sensory play, engagement and 

enjoyment during outdoor play experiences: 

“I can see the difference since we introduced all the natural materials 

outside. The children are using their imagination much more and taking 

more risks and helping each other.” (Professional 3b). 

Duffy (2007) identifies a link between messy play experiences and Piaget’s 

concept of cognitive disequilibrium as children develop flexible thinking skills to 

incorporate new information (Gascoyne, 2017). This concept was captured in the 

opinion of one participating professional: 

“The children are working together and using the equipment in different 

ways to build so much more, and they are becoming so much more 

resilient.” (Professional 2b). 

Findings of the current study suggest also that the outdoor environment promotes 

socio dramatic play and introduces a new dimension to role-play as children 

played together using mud and water in their outdoor kitchens: 

“Tom loves the kitchen area outside and would play there for ages, but he 

would never go near the kitchen area inside.” (Professional 5b). 

 

4.4.4 Sub-theme 4 - Sensory stimulation 

 

Sensory stimulation enhances children’s understanding of themselves and the 

world and supports cognitive development (Gascoyne, 2017). Messy play involves 
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children using all their senses to explore and manipulate materials without having 

to produce something (Duffy, 2007). All three environments in this current study 

promote the use of natural materials such as sand, water, clay, compost and bark 

mulch, thus providing opportunities for children to engage in sensory experiences 

and messy play. Present findings indicate that children felt calmer and developed 

self-regulation when they engaged in messy play. Indeed, Gascoyne (2017) 

suggests that children who engage in messy play develop strategies to control the 

messiness of their resources while also improving their emotional and behavioural 

state: 

“There’s a huge difference since we introduced all the messy play outside. 

The children are much calmer and there’s no tantrums.” (Professional 3b). 

 

4.5 Theme 3 - Barriers to outdoor play 

 

All children have a fundamental right to play (UN, 1989). Considering the links 

between outdoor play, well-being, health and development (Bianquin, 2018), it 

is imperative that children’s right to play is promoted to enhance children’s 

holistic development (IPA, 2016). Barriers that restrict children with additional 

needs to participate in recreational activities and experiences must be removed 

(UN, 2006) so that all children can reach their potential regardless of their 

needs or abilities (Besio & Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018). However, 

children with additional needs still face barriers to exercise these rights 

(Bianquin, 2018; Collins & Foley, 2008). Findings identified under the sub-

themes presented below and highlighted in Figure 4.3 outline some of the 

barriers that participating children with additional needs face in ELCS. 
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Figure 4.3 Barriers to Children’s Outdoor Play Experiences 

 

4.5.1 Sub-theme 1 - Professionals biases and fears 

 

Goodley and Cole (2015) suggest that professionals must reflect upon their own 

individual views to improve outcomes for children. Findings from this current study 

suggest that participants recognised and reflected on their own biases and 

appreciated that children have their own preferences. For example, one 

professional said: 

“They love the freedom outside. I’m not a lover of outside but they love it.” 

(Professional 3c). 

Guralnick (2006) suggests that societal attitudes are fundamental in removing 

barriers for children with additional needs. Participating ELCPs cited their own 

stress levels, fears and biases as the most significant barriers to children 

participating fully in meaningful outdoor play. Although ELCPs meet a minimum 

qualification standard to work in the field, 6 findings indicate that participating 

ELCPs questioned their own abilities: 

 
6 Each person working directly with children holds a minimum of a major award in Early Childhood 
Care and Education at Level 5 on the National Framework of Qualifications, or a qualification 
deemed by the Minister to be equivalent (Tusla, 2018). 
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“There are just two of us here, but we are focusing so much on Eli that we 

are missing out on all the other children that are quiet. I just don’t know if 

I’m doing it right. Is that what his teachers are going to do? I don’t know if 

I’m doing right or wrong.” (Professional 1a). 

However, it is worth noting that the ELCPs participating in this current study 

recognise that working with other professionals and engaging in continuous 

professional development can support them to overcome this barrier, this 

observation is summed up in the following statement: 

“I question if I’m doing enough or I think ‘if only I had spotted that sooner’. I 

suppose you can only do your best at the time. The AIM support is brilliant 

and I’m doing the LINC7 now so that is really helping me. I can apply the 

things I’m learning so it’s really useful”. (Professional 4b). 

 

4.5.2 Sub-theme 2 – Professional Stress 

 

Participating professionals reported high stress levels, busy work environments 

and high child to adult ratios as barriers to outdoor play opportunities. 

Professionals struggled to organise appropriate clothing and follow a structured 

timetable for outdoor play time: 

“Today is a good day, when you have 22 kids here it’s a different story. Like 

we can’t even put the wet gear on them because there are too many 

children here.” (Professional 1a). 

Recruiting and retaining professionals in the ELC sector in Ireland is challenging. 

The demands placed on the sector has affected the retention of highly qualified 

professionals (Moyles, 2006). Professionals in this current study indicated that 

they can feel overwhelmed and sometimes depend on support from their 

colleagues: 

 
 
7 LINC – ‘Leadership for Inclusion in the Early Years’ is a higher education blended learning 
programme designed for ELC professionals, to promote the inclusion of children with additional 
needs in ELC settings. 
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“I feel overwhelmed if they are behaving and I can’t handle it. Sometimes I 

have to say to the girls ‘Can you take him?’ cos he’s so fast and I feel like I 

don’t know what I’m doing.” (Professional 3c). 

All children cannot be treated the same because all children are different 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). An inclusive culture recognises and nurtures the unique 

skills and abilities of individual children and inclusive practice empowers children 

to play, learn and develop together regardless of abilities (Feuser, 1997). 

However, findings from this current research indicated a significant increase in the 

stress levels of the ELCPs who currently operate at full capacity ratios, thus 

restricting inclusive practice. Participating ELCPs who have just completed a 

successful application for AIM supports reported high stress levels and 

acknowledged that they need more support from parents and other professionals.  

When asked what supports would help them, participants remarked: 

“Where do I start? If the child is being aggressive, it’s dangerous to the 

other children. Also, if the child is taking all the attention the other children 

are missing out. Speaking to parents about incidents can be very difficult.  If 

we had AIM support and parents on board at least if you have a bad day 

you know they are on your side.” (Professional 2a). 

“There seems to be so many children now with additional needs but how do 

you know how many you can take in a group of twenty-two? Sometimes 

you know in advance; sometimes you don’t know until after they start in the 

service and if you don’t have the parents support it’s very hard.” 

(Professional 3c). 

Conversely, findings from this current research also indicated a significant 

reduction in the stress levels of ELCPs who worked within lower child to adult 

ratios as a result of AIM support with level 7 funding. These ELCPs highlighted the 

support they received from the AIM specialists: 

“AIM is great. Even though we have only had one visit so far, Sarah is 

always available on the phone.” (Professional 5b). 

 “AIM is great, we have two extra staff here, but we need them. We wouldn’t 

be able to do it if there were just two of us here with twenty-two children.” 

(Professional 3c). 
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4.5.3 Sub-theme 3 - Social and emotional competencies 

 

ELCPs participating in this current research reported inept social skills as a barrier 

to meaningful play participation as children with additional needs had difficulty 

communicating and interacting with their peers. However, findings from this 

current research also indicate that participating children’s social competencies 

improved through outdoor play as they learned from their typically developing 

peers. As children participate in outdoor play, they develop social and emotional 

competencies that support them to acquire skills, attitudes and behaviours that 

influence their lifelong adaptation (Coplan & Arbeau, 2009).  

 

 

4.5.4 Sub-theme 4 - Risks and accidents 

 

Intellectual impairments were reported by participating ELCPs as barriers to 

participation as some children cannot assess or manage risks and sometimes do 

not recognise physical pain: 

“I’m very nervous of Steven because he hasn’t the sense to stop himself 

from falling.” (Professional 5b).  

Health and safety concerns contribute to diminishing the opportunities presented 

to children for free adventurous outdoor play, however these restrictions have 

failed to prevent accidents and over-protection impacts negatively on children’s 

ability to cope with the unpredictability of daily life (Gill, 2007; Little & Wyver, 

2008). One professional participating in this current study reported that they have 

experienced a significant reduction in accidents and incidents in their ELCS by 

increasing the amount of time they spend outdoors.  

 

 

 



49 
 

4.5.5 Sub-theme 5 – Medical conditions 

 

Aistear (NCCA, 2009) and Síolta (CEDCE, 2017) promote partnerships between 

parents and professionals and although, professionals participating in this current 

study cited medical issues as a barrier to outdoor play, they also reported that they 

overcame these barriers by working with children and their families to develop 

care plans to prevent or manage incidents: 

“I was terrified when Mark started in the service. We did a full days training 

here with his Mum where she showed us videos of him on her phone and 

she showed us what to do if he had a seizure and I felt much better after 

that. More knowledge always helps I suppose.” (Professional 1c). 

 

4.5.6 Sub-theme 6 – Other children’s fears 

 

Findings from this current study suggest that other children’s fears are a deterrent 

to play participation. Children are afraid of being hurt and are unsure how to cope 

with behaviours. This can lead to peer rejection (Ladd, Price & Hart, 1988) which 

in turn contributes to low self-esteem and anxiety (Coelho et al., 2017). As one 

professional from this current study stated: 

“They are afraid of him. One little girl cannot relax at all when he is here. 

She is terrified because he pulls her hair.” (Professional 5b). 

 

4.5.7 Sub-theme 7 - Messy Environments 

 

Morton (2014) suggests that 33% of children cite that they do not like dirt or mess 

and identifies this as a learned behaviour due to anxiety over cleaning and a lack 

of exposure to mess. However, participating children of this current study reported 

messy play with natural resources as their favourite space to play. Spaces (see 

Figure 4.4) that enabled children to explore and experiment with natural materials 

such as mud, water, compost and sand were reported as the leading preference:  

“I like playing with the mud and the water and the sand.” (Child1c). 

“The mud in the kitchen is the best.” (Child 2b). 
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Figure 4.4 Children’s Preferred Outdoor Play Spaces 

 

Messy play supports children to develop their sense of agency, explore change 

and develop resilience (Gascoyne, 2017). Duffy (2007) argues that sensory 

stimulation offers a rich environment for learning as children learn about 

themselves and the world around them. ELCPs need to understand the impact of 

negative attitudes on children’s access to messy play. If professionals can 

recognise the typology of messy play, they can provide opportunities to 

complement children’s changing needs, abilities and interests (Gascoyne, 2017). 

This supports Howard Gardener’s multiple intelligences model which emphasises 

that professionals need to adapt different strategies to complement children’s 

diverse learning styles and needs (Mhathuna, 2012). 

Children's Preferred Outdoor Play Spaces

Mud Kitchen Sand area Slide
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4.5.8 Sub-theme 8 – Parents concerns 

   

Morton (2014) argues that fear of mess is a key factor in limiting messy play 

opportunities. Participating professionals in this current study recognised the value 

of increasing children’s access to sensory stimulating resources, however, some 

professionals cited parental concerns over children becoming dirty while engaging 

in outdoor play:   

“Some of the parents give out about the children bringing home their gloves 

if they are dirty.” (Professional 2c). 

Having said that, participating ELCPs noted that the introduction of weather-proof 

clothing has eliminated the barrier of inclement weather and reduced parental 

concerns over children becoming dirty or ill from engaging in outdoor play: 

“We’ve just introduced the mud-kitchen and the sand area to the garden 

because we have the wet-gear now and we’re not as worried about the 

children getting wet or dirty.” (Professional 1c). 

Although fear of parental dissatisfaction was highlighted as a barrier to children’s 

participation in outdoor play in this current study, the findings indicate that ELCPs 

who have strong relationships with parents and families feel more confident in 

enabling children to engage in outdoor play: 

“His parents are easy going and he comes in with bumps and scratches 

and I know if he does fall over, they are relaxed about it so that makes us 

more relaxed. His Mum is very trusting in what we do and how we do it so 

that makes a difference.” (Professional 2b).  

Data indicate that the majority of ELCPs have strong relationships with families 

and understand the importance of rich parental partnerships. Mutual trust and 

respect are key to safeguarding the best interests of each child. Aistear (2009) and 

Síolta (2017) promote open communication to provide consistency for children and 

to enable parents and ELCPs to support each other: 

“Her Mum is brilliant, really hands on and we have a communication book 

that we complete every day and Mum is always available on the phone.” 

(Professional 1b).   
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4.6 Summary of main findings 

 

This current qualitative study explored the outdoor play experiences of children 

with additional needs in ELCS. The three main themes which emerged from the 

data collected were: 1. The Interactive nature of outdoor play, 2. Reducing 

otherness through outdoor play and 3. Barriers to outdoor play. These themes are 

interconnected and compatible with the theory of bioecological development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998) as they highlight the dynamic connections 

between children, relationships and contexts. 

All children have the right to have their views heard, considered and respected 

(UN, 1989). The children with additional needs who participated in this study 

voiced their preference for outdoor play over indoor play and reported physical, 

sensory and risky play as their favourite outdoor play experiences. 

Present findings also demonstrated that outdoor play enhanced the holistic 

development of participating children with additional needs. Children developed 

positive dispositions and skills for life as they became independent from adults and 

grew their self-confidence, courage, resilience, risk-competence and problem-

solving skills through active outdoor play experiences. Children refined their 

physical skills and developed strength as they engaged in physical play 

experiences and whole-body movements. The benefits of rich sensory 

experiences were highlighted throughout this current study as participating 

children voiced their preference for messy play and professionals reported the 

positive outcomes of sensory play. 

Participating children displayed self-confidence and independence from adults as 

they engaged in more positive peer interactions during outdoor play episodes than 

they did indoors. Outdoor play contributes significantly to social learning and social 

inclusion (Beunderman, 2010). Findings from this current research suggest that 

social development was enhanced through these increased social interactions as 

children supported each other to self-regulate and became more understanding 

and patient. There was less conflict as children were more open to sharing, 

negotiating and collaborating. Relationships improved and ‘otherness’ was 

reduced as children with additional needs experienced less peer rejection and 
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their typically developing peers became more accepting of difference. Finally, 

emotional well-being increased as children experienced peer acceptance and 

inclusion and developed a sense of belonging. 

Although the findings of this present study highlight the substantial benefits of 

outdoor play experiences, this study also suggests that children with additional 

needs can face barriers to meaningful participation in outdoor play experiences. 

Participating ELCPs cited their own stress levels, fears and biases as the greatest 

barriers, followed by children’s own competencies, health and safety issues and 

other children’s biases. These findings concur that societal attitudes play a 

fundamental role in the creation and elimination of barriers for children with 

additional needs. 

 

4.7 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has presented the findings based on data collected during this study 

on outdoor play opportunities for children with additional needs in ELCS. 

Children’s perspectives on outdoor play activities and experiences together with 

ELCPs opinions on the developmental influence of outdoor play were presented in 

detail. Finally, the barriers that restrict children’s meaningful participation in 

outdoor play experiences were offered. The following chapter will explore the 

theory underpinning each of the themes identified in this current research study. 
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Chapter 5 - Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

The focus of this research study was to ascertain if outdoor play enhances the 

holistic development of children with additional needs in ELCS in Ireland. To 

recap, this qualitative study was based in three ELCS. Eight children with 

additional needs and ten ELCPs participated in this study. Although the scale of 

the study was small, rich data were produced and themes were identified as 1. 

The interactive nature of outdoor play, 2. Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor 

play and 3. Barriers to outdoor play.  

This chapter explores the theory underpinning each of these themes, firstly 

discussing the links between themes and a bioecological model of development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Secondly, the role of adults and the significance 

of relationships are explored before moving on to discuss the influence of outdoor 

play on the development of children with additional needs. The concept of 

otherness is then discussed and the links between outdoor play and socio-

emotional development are presented. Finally, barriers to outdoor play are 

explored before a summary of findings are presented.  

 

5.2 Theme 1. The interactive nature of outdoor play 

 

Reflecting research focusing on individual development within social contexts 

(Moos, 2003; Rutter, 2000) which highlight the dynamic interplay among the 

developing child, family and peer relationships, community contexts and cultural 

forces (Murray & Greenberg, 2006), the findings of this current study concur with 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979) and Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological 

model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), which stress that development involves 

continuity and change and encompasses reciprocal relationships and experiences 

(Rosa & Tudge, 2013; Russell, 2005). Bronfenbrenner emphasises the active role 

that children play in their own development and highlights how individual 

characteristics, in conjunction with aspects of the context can influence proximal 

processes which are the ‘engines of development’ (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 
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2000).  Bronfenbrenner identifies four key components of development, process, 

person, context and time (PPCT) (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). His bioecological model 

of human development PPCT’ suggests that PPCT concurrently influence an 

individual’s developmental outcomes (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). The 

influences of PPCT are evident throughout this current study as participating 

children enhanced their holistic development as they engaged in proximal 

processes with peers, professionals, sensory stimulants, and environmental 

factors. 

Children develop through interpersonal connections and by constantly adapting to 

new environments and characteristics within their social environment (Brown & 

Ward, 2018). As such, it is important to note that the quality of the relationships 

that children have with their caregivers and peers can positively or negatively 

affect children’s emotional and social development (Thompson, 1999). 

Considering the risks and supports that can influence children’s development over 

time (Sameroff, Bartko, Baldwin & Seifer, 1998) it is important to understand how 

social relationships and contexts may act as risk or protective factors and 

influence the development of children with additional needs (Murray, 2003; 

Werner, 1993). Nurturing relationships promote social and emotional 

competencies (Pianta, 1999). Therefore, children who experience supportive, 

nurturing relationships tend to have less behavioural problems and improved 

social skills (Pianta, 1994; Pianta & Steinberg, 1992). 

Holt (2010) suggests that children’s identities are constructed through their lived 

experiences of social inclusion and exclusion. How children behave during playful 

interactions can contribute to social acceptance or rejection (Ladd, Price & Hart, 

1998). Children with additional needs are more likely to experience peer rejection 

than children without additional needs (Morrison, Laughlin, Smith, Ollansky & 

Moore, 1992). However, children construct and sustain social relationships within 

their everyday environments (Holloway & Valentine, 2000). Coelho et al. (2017) 

suggest that reciprocal friendships are associated with positive play behaviours. 

Peer interactions and peer acceptance are highlighted throughout this current 

study as an influence of outdoor play. These peer relationships supported holistic 

development as children observed and learned appropriate and inappropriate 

behaviours according to the norms of their peer group.  
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Playing with peers is one of the most important contexts for the acquisition of 

social competencies in early childhood. Johnson, Christe and Wardle (2005) 

suggest that children choose their play partners when they are engaged in free 

play. Findings from this current study demonstrated that the participating children 

with additional needs played with more children, without adult direction, when they 

were outdoors, suggesting that free play seemed to occur more outdoors than 

indoors. These peer interactions supported children to practice self-regulation and 

develop their language and social skills.  

Field (1984) suggests that children with additional needs who have friends are 

more assertive and competent in initiating, leading and ending play interactions 

(Grenot-Scheyer, 1994). However, Bauminger and Kasari (2000) suggest that 

children with additional needs tend to engage in activities that provide limited 

opportunities for interaction. Indeed, ELCPs of this current study suggested that 

participating children engaged in solitary and repetitive play episodes indoors, 

but they stressed that positive social interactions increased considerably during 

outdoor play as children developed independence from adults and display self-

confidence. 

 

5.2.1 The role of adults 

Having established that the findings of this current study concur with theories of 

bioecological development (Bronfenbrenner 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

1998), it is also important to note the link between findings and Bowlby’s 

attachment theory which emphasises the importance of early relationships 

(Bowlby, 1982). Consistent, nurturing relationships with supportive adults who are 

attuned to children’s needs, support children’s holistic development (Perry, 2005). 

Indeed, Bronfenbrenner, Malaguzzi, Montessori and Steiner all highlight the 

significant role that relationships and affective and effective early learning 

environments play in influencing children’s learning and development (Melhuish, 

Phan, Sylva, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford & Taggart, 2008; Allen & Gordon, 2011). 

ELCPs make provisions for play by providing rich play environments that support 

children to learn through play and ensuring that play remains free for children 

(Rubstov & Yudina, 2010). Interactions, pedagogical decisions, resources, and 

strategies that are used to enhance children’s holistic development are all integral 
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components of a rich play environment (Wood, 2010). Saenz (2003) emphasises 

the important role that environments play in the development of relationships and 

Rutter (1985) suggests that proximal processes with ELCPs in nurturing 

environments support children’s holistic development. Having established that 

ELCPs play a significant role in influencing children’s development it is vital that 

professionals receive support and opportunities to upskill and develop (Kam, 

Greenberg & Kusche, 2004).  

 

5.2.2 Continuous professional development 

 

Micro-social interactions and encounters influence how children with additional 

needs can flourish or fail (Hansen, 2002). Murray and Greenberg (2006) suggest 

that an accumulation of positive or negative experiences and relationships can 

influence holistic development more than any single variables. However, children 

need to practice social skills with competent, knowledgeable professionals who 

understand the importance of establishing and maintaining nurturing relationships 

(Hawkins, Smith, Hill, Kosterman, Catalano & Abbott, 2003). The knowledge and 

competence of ELCPs is a key component in the affordance of meaningful play 

experiences for children with additional needs (Besio et al., 2018). CPD can 

enable ELCPs to deepen their knowledge and implement strategies to support 

children to advance their social-cognitive processing skills and develop supportive 

relationships (Kam et al., 2004).  

Considering that CPD plays a pivotal role in narrowing the research to practice 

gap between current knowledge and the ever-evolving science of child 

development (National Research Council and Institute of Medicine) (NRCIM), 

2000), it is imperative that ELCPs receive adequate supports and resources to 

enable them to upskill and deepen their knowledge. The Competence 

Requirements in Early Childhood Education and Care Report (CoRe) suggests 

that educated, qualified and competent professionals are essential for the 

provision of quality early learning experiences (Urban, Vandenbroek, Lazzari, 

Peeters & Van Laere, 2011). Although, knowledgeable, caring professionals can 

contribute to positive early intervention experiences, findings from this current 

study indicate that participating ELCPs questioned their own knowledge, skills and 

abilities.  
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5.2.3 Partnerships with parents and families 

 

Avdi et al. (2000) stress that parents are experts on the needs of their children and 

should be involved in all aspects of their children’s learning and development. This 

is echoed in Síolta and Aistear which emphasise the importance of respectful 

partnerships with parents and assert that all children and families should feel a 

sense of belonging in their ELCS (CEDCE, 2017; NCCA, 2009). Findings from this 

current research indicate that professionals worked closely with parents to develop 

care plans and supported children with additional needs to meaningfully participate 

in outdoor play opportunities. Aistear (NCCA, 2009) and Síolta (CECDE, 2017) 

promote open communication, mutual trust and respect as key components to 

safeguarding the best interests of each child. Indeed, findings indicate strong 

relationships between families and professionals and although parental concerns 

were cited as a barrier to children’s participation in outdoor play, ELCPs overcame 

this by developing respectful relationships with parents and families. 

 

5.2.4 Influence of outdoor play on the development of dispositions 

Aistear suggests that children develop positive dispositions through play (NCCA, 

2009). Indeed, ELCPs of this current study reported the development of social 

competencies and positive dispositions as the most significant outcomes of 

outdoor play opportunities for children with additional needs. Although Cervinkova 

(1996) suggests that the perceptions and prejudices of others can restrict the 

independence of people with additional needs, findings from this present research 

indicate that participating children developed positive dispositions and skills for life 

as they became independent from adults and developed courage, resilience, risk-

competence and problem-solving skills through active outdoor play experiences. 

Subsequently, participating children engaged in more positive interactions with 

peers which fostered friendships and enhanced well-being.  

Children participating in this current study highlighted their preference for engaging 

in risky outdoor play activities. Adventurous outdoor play promotes the 

development of positive dispositions as children learn to control their fears and 

develop courage and confidence (Gray, 2013). Natural learning environments offer 
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opportunities and affordances for risky play (Little, Wyver & Gibson, 2011). 

Considering the decline in natural outdoor play and risky play opportunities for 

children in recent decades (Clements, 2004) it is imperative that ELCS create 

opportunities for children to engage in adventurous play to develop their risk 

perception skills and competence (Lavrysen et al., 2017).  

 

5.3 Theme 2. Reducing ‘otherness’ through outdoor play 

 

Anthropological interpretations of disability highlight concepts of otherness, 

deviance and stigma. Susman (1994) defines deviance as straying from prevalent 

norms in a way that is perceived by others to be negatively deviant (Reid-

Cunningham, 2009). Children who may act differently than the perceived ‘norm’ 

invoke stigma (Stiker, 1999). Goffman (1963) describes this stigma as ‘undesired 

differentness from social expectation’. Findings from this current study suggest 

that peers regularly highlighted differences and deviance in the indoor 

environment, however, this labelling was not observed during outdoor play. 

Susman (1994) on the other hand, describes stigma as the “evocation of adverse 

responses” (p. 15). Findings from this current study indicate that peers felt 

intimidated by some of the behaviours of participating children. Deviance and 

stigma are often associated with these behaviours thus impacting negatively on 

the social experiences of children with additional needs (Shuttleworth & Kasnitz, 

2004). However, reconceptualising additional needs through a strengths-based 

approach can assist in overcoming the dilemma of difference. (Warnock, 2005, as 

cited in Terzi, 2005).  

Indeed, Biesta’s ‘pedagogy of interruption’ (Biesta 2006, 2010) highlights 

participation that is not considered appropriate. Findings from this present 

research indicate that this ‘interruptive participation’ is highlighted by professionals 

and other children more often in the indoor environment than it is during outdoor 

play. Hart’s ladder of participation (Hart 1992, 1997) illustrates the variety of ways 

in which children can participate in ELCS while the Mosaic approach highlights 

how children participate through multiple voices (Grindheim, 2017). Play provides 

rich opportunities for children to join in, contribute and participate (Corsaro, 2003). 

Findings from this current study indicate that participating children engaged in 

more social play experiences during outdoor play than they did indoors. This 
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participation is social and interwoven with the context and ongoing activity of the 

group which shapes a community of practice through shared engagement 

(Wenger, 1998).  

The impact of demand, resource and active behavioural characteristics of 

developing children are dependent on a variety of factors (Hayes et al., 2017). 

Children who experience emotional conflict or unique perceptions of space or time 

may be excluded from rich play opportunities due to behavioural issues (Mindes, 

2006). This is often due to other people’s reactions and not necessarily because 

children are inept. Consequently, children with additional needs may feel 

inadequate and experience feelings of non-acceptance, or failure which impacts 

negatively on their play experiences (Mindes, 2006). Findings from this present 

study indicate that behaviours evoking stigma and deviance were often 

accentuated indoors in participating ELCS and consequently children with 

additional needs were negatively labelled by their peers. Riley, San Juan, Klinker 

and Ramminger (2007) suggest that ‘the ability to inhibit one’s own actions does 

not come naturally to children; they must learn it (p.66). Pianta (1994) suggests 

that positive interactions improve children’s social competencies and reduce 

behavioural issues while Vygotsky (1933) emphasises that children’s desire to 

play motivates the development of self-control. Knowledgeable ELCPs can 

minimise the impact of disruptive resources by providing nurturing interactions in a 

supportive environment (Rutter, 1985). Professionals can promote socially 

adjusted behaviour and support children with additional needs to develop self-

control and manage emotions (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).  

 

5.3.1 The link between relationships and emotional lives 

 

There are many factors which can influence the lived experiences of children with 

additional needs in mainstream ELCS and the professionals who support them. 

Social constructions are dependent on experiences and how other individuals and 

relationships can influence experiences over time (Bosley, Arnold, & Cohen, 

2009). A sense of belonging evokes identification, security and emotional 

attachment (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Anderman (2002) suggests that higher levels of 

belonging are linked with lower levels of loneliness, sadness and social rejection. 
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Similarly, Granot and Mayseless (2001) suggest that positive relationships support 

children’s behavioural and emotional health. Haring (1991) suggests that a social 

network involves a continuum of relationships from casual acquaintances to close 

friendships (Webster & Carter, 2007). Rubenstein (1984) suggests that all 

relationships have different functions and Newcomb and Bagwell (1996) 

emphasise friendship as the most important of all social relationships (Webster & 

Carter, 2007).  

Lindsey (2002) suggests that children can develop and maintain friendships in 

preschool. However, the friendships of children with additional needs can vary in 

form and function to the friendships of typically developing children (Howes, 1983; 

Hurley-Geffner, 1995). The ability to consider other children’s thoughts and 

feelings is a significant factor in social interactions and relationships (Coelho et al., 

2017). Social play supports children to cooperate, negotiate and restrain their 

impulses (Gray, 2013). Children who practice positive peer relationships are less 

likely to experience behavioural and emotional problems (Murray & Greenberg, 

2006). Social acceptance and social rejection refer to the way children are either 

appreciated or depreciated by their peers (Coelho et al., 2017). Children’s 

behaviour can contribute to social acceptance or rejection which can influence 

social adaptation and children’s ability to develop friendships (Rubin, Bukowski & 

Parker, 2006).  

Persson (2005) argues that children who display aggressive behaviour are less 

likely to receive pro-social initiatives from their peers. Indeed, Goodley and 

Runswick Cole (2011) suggest that children with additional needs continue to 

experience psychological, relational and cultural exclusion. However, findings from 

this current study suggest that, although negative behaviours emerged indoors, 

participating children with additional needs were increasing their interactions with 

typically developing peers as a result of outdoor play. Buysse and Bailey (1993) 

emphasised the benefits of positive interactions with peers and higher levels of 

participation with peers. Children enjoy a diverse range of outcomes such as 

social acceptance, social competency and social contacts (Freeman, 2000). 

Indeed, Vygotsky highlights the impact that social interactions have on children’s 

development (Allen & Gordon, 2011).  The ability to make friends is linked to 

children’s emotional and socio-cognitive maturity (Rubin et al., 2006) and peer 

interactions can transform each other’s capacities (Goodley & Cole, 2015). 
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5.4 Theme 3. Barriers to outdoor play 

 

Although children attending ELCS in Ireland must have access to outdoor play 

opportunities on a daily basis (CECDE, 2017; DCYA, 2016; NCCA 2009; Tusla, 

2018), outdoor play experiences are often restricted for children with additional 

needs (Must et al., 2015). Brewster (2004) suggests that the physical and 

attitudinal environments can disable a child far more than any impairment. 

Societal attitudes are fundamental in removing barriers for children with 

additional needs to feel a sense of belonging and develop their social networks 

(Guralnick, 2006). Findings of this current research indicate that participating 

ELCPs recognised and reflected upon their own fears and biases as barriers to 

children’s participation in outdoor play experiences. To overcome these 

barriers, professionals must consider the social construction of children and 

disability and reflect upon their own individual views (Goodley & Cole, 2015). 

Children with additional needs are often subjected to the social burden of 

restrictions which undermines their psycho-emotional well-being (Goodley & Cole, 

2015). Opportunities for children to spend time playing with peers promotes 

unlimited practice of social skills (Gray, 2013). Feldman (2004) suggests that early 

intervention incorporates services, experiences and supports that can minimise or 

prevent long term problems caused by environmental or biological factors. 

However, Kasnitz and Shuttleworth (2001) suggest that individuals are impaired if 

they experience physiological or behavioural processes which are socially 

identified as negatively valued differences. The findings in this current study 

indicate that although social skills are reported as a barrier to children’s 

participation, children’s social competencies were greatly enhanced by their 

engagement in outdoor play experiences. Indeed, present findings suggest that 

outdoor play reduced disruptive behaviours and peer rejection and supported 

positive social interactions. ELCS are prime environments for early intervention 

and professionals are uniquely positioned to foster the development of 

socioemotional competencies (Coelho et al., 2017).  

Pobal (2018b) report a high level of engagement from parents and ELCS with the 

AIM programme. However, the findings of this current study highlight the stress 

that ELCPs experienced when they are caring for children with additional needs 
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without support. This stress can impact negatively on children’s participation and 

well-being. Considering that 75% of ELCS cater for at least one child with 

additional needs (Pobal, 2018a), it seems imperative that ELCS engage with the 

AIM programme to enable all children’s meaningful participation in the ECCE 

setting and improve outcomes for children. 

 

5.5 Summary 

Findings of this current study are compatible with the theory that play is essential 

to children’s holistic development and well-being (Bianquin, 2018; Bruner et al., 

1976; NCCA, 2009; Piaget, 1962; Vygotsky, 1976). Participating children of this 

current study cited their preference for active physical play experiences. Indeed, 

evidence from the current research study suggests that children developed their 

proprioception, vestibular and motor skills through outdoor play as they climbed, 

jumped, rolled and ran. These active outdoor play opportunities are essential for 

healthy child development and prompt a pattern of activity for life (NCO, 2004; 

Tremblay et al., 2015). Sensory play also features significantly in the play 

preferences of the children participating in this current study. Evidence presented 

in this current research suggests that participating ELCS provided diverse, multi-

sensory play experiences though outdoor play. Conn (2015) and Dunn et al. 

(2012) suggest that children’s participation increases with the provision of sensory 

opportunities. Indeed, the children with additional needs who participated in this 

study engaged in more socio-dramatic play outdoors. These play episodes 

enhance children’s imagination and provided a base for logical thought (Gray, 

2013).  

Outdoor play contributes significantly to children’s well-being (Gill, 2014; Lester & 

Russell, 2008; Pretty et al., 2007). Moore and Cosco (2005) suggest that quality 

outdoor play spaces stimulate the development of body, mind and spirit, while 

Korpela et al. (2008) suggest that natural outdoor play is self-restorative for 

children. Indeed, research suggests a link between the lack of natural outdoor play 

and increasing levels of anxiety amongst children and teenagers (Gray, 2011). 

The evidence presented in this current study indicates that children appeared 

happier when they spent more time engaging in outdoor play. Participating 

children in this present study cited their preference for outdoor play over indoor 
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play and demonstrated this as they transitioned from indoor to outdoor 

environments with enthusiasm but displayed reluctance when transitioning back 

indoors from outdoor play time.  

Children benefit holistically in an environment that encourages interactions 

between peers with diverse abilities. Although Bianquin (2018) and Stagnitti et 

al. (2012) suggest that play episodes for children with additional needs do not 

emerge as naturally as they do for children without additional needs; findings 

from this current study suggest that this altered when children played outdoors 

as children displayed more self-confidence, initiated positive interactions and 

engaged in reciprocity. Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development theory (1978) 

suggests that children learn through socialising with more knowledgeable peers 

and adults. Findings from the current study highlight that outdoor play enhances 

the socio-emotional development of children with additional needs as children 

engage with their peers. These positive interactions contribute significantly to 

social inclusion and enhance children’s sense of belonging and emotional well-

being (Beunderman, 2010; Prellwitz, 2007). 

Barriers to children’s participation in outdoor play experiences are identified 

throughout this present study. Participating professionals recognised and cited 

personal fears, biases and work-related stress as the most significant barriers 

while participating children cited potential risks or safety issues. Medical 

conditions and parental concerns were also cited as barriers. However, 

professionals participating in this current study reflected upon these barriers 

and developed strong interpersonal relationships with children, families and 

other professionals to minimise barriers and promote meaningful participation 

for all children in rich outdoor play experiences. 

Concurring with the bioecological model of development (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 1998), the dynamic connection between the developing child, 

relationships, and contexts are highlighted throughout this current study. 

Considering the importance of modelling, interactions and relationships, findings 

of this present study highlight the significant role that ELCPs play in supporting 

children’s holistic development, thus emphasising the importance of strong 

attachments (Bowlby, 1982). CPD is also highlighted throughout this current 

study as vital to empowering professionals to adapt to children’s capabilities, 

remove barriers, promote participation and support children’s holistic 



65 
 

development. Coupled with CPD is the importance of additional supports, all 

participants have the potential to benefit when child to adult ratios are reduced 

and additional supports are offered to children, families and professionals. 

To recap, 7% of children who attend ELCS in Ireland have additional needs 

(Pobal, 2018a), therefore ELCPs must constantly observe and adapt affective and 

effective environments to identify and remove barriers so that children with 

additional needs can exercise their rights to play and participation. However, to 

promote inclusive practice for all children, increased government investment is 

required to reduce the current child to adult ratio requirements stated in the 

Childcare Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016 (DCYA, 2016a). 

Indeed, this investment needs to be coupled with financial and practical support to 

enable professionals to engage in continuous professional development to deepen 

their knowledge and provide meaningful and inclusive play experiences for 

children. 
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Chapter 6 - Conclusion 

 

6.1 Conclusion 

 

This current study suggests that outdoor play contributes significantly to the 

holistic development of children with additional needs, highlights the correlation 

between outdoor play and well-being and suggests that children with additional 

needs enjoy outdoor play experiences. Gray (2013) suggests that outdoor play 

with friends is the most effective way to learn about the world. The findings of this 

study suggest that engaging in outdoor play empowered participating children to 

transform their behaviours, practices and relations as they combined exploration 

and play to develop their understanding of the world (Gray, 2013). Findings from 

this current study highlighted the physical, intellectual and socio-emotional benefits 

of outdoor play as children with additional needs engaged in risky play, sensory 

experiences, active whole-body movements and positive social interactions. 

Recent research suggests that children constructively manage their emotions, 

enjoy more positive peer relationships and attain social approval (Bodrova & 

Leong, 2015). This social acceptance contributes to reduced otherness, enhanced 

self-esteem and well-being and the development of friendships (Rubstov & 

Yudina, 2010). Children participating in this current study improved their social 

competencies and developed self-control during outdoor play experiences. 

Subsequently, their typically developing peers became more accepting of 

difference and more inclusive during outdoor play 

All children have a right to play and participate (IPA, 2013) however children with 

additional needs face barriers to exercise this right (Bianquin, 2018; Collins & 

Foley, 2008). An inclusive culture nurtures the unique skills and abilities of 

individual children and empowers children to play, learn and develop together 

regardless of abilities (Feuser, 1997). However, findings of this current research 

study indicated a significant increase in the stress levels of the ELCPs who 

operate at full capacity ratios, thus restricting inclusive practice. Changes to policy 

and practice are required to eliminate these barriers so that all children can reach 

their potential regardless of their individual needs and abilities (Besio & 

Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018).  
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6.2 Recommendations 

 

This study explored the outdoor play experiences of children with additional needs 

in ELCS in Ireland. Matthews (2003) highlights the differentiations of childhood 

and although social and cultural anthropologists have contributed to the social 

constructions of disability, children with additional needs are marginalised within 

the field of social studies (Holt, 2010; Philo & Metzel, 2005). Further research is 

required to explore, incorporate and prioritise the voices of children with disabilities 

in future policy and practice.  

This study highlighted the significant role that ELCPs played in influencing 

children’s holistic development and the negative impact of work-related stress on 

children and professionals. Policy makers need to recognise this stress and put 

measures in place to reduce current child to adult ratio requirements and to 

support professionals to engage in CPD in order to develop an inclusive culture 

and improve outcomes for children.  

This study emphasised the socio-emotional benefits of outdoor play for children 

with additional needs. Considering that policy and practice are working towards 

supporting an inclusive culture, further research is required to explore the 

relationships between children with additional needs and their peers in ELCS.  

As this current study encompassed a small sample of children and professionals in 

ELCS in one geographical location, further studies focusing on larger numbers of 

participants and other geographical locations would assess the generalisation of 

these findings.  

Considering that these data were gathered from ELCS that promote outdoor play 

and provide ample time for children to engage in daily outdoor play, further 

research focusing on settings who provide less time outdoors would provide a 

comparison. 
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6.3 Personal reflection 

 

It was intended to provide a platform for children’s voices throughout this study, 

however the researcher was disappointed to find that data revealed more of the 

adult’s perspective than the children’s perspective. This research could be 

repeated on a larger scale and enhanced by including more instruments for data 

collection such as visual and audio recordings of children’s play episodes. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Information Letter to Manager and Board Members of Early Years 

Setting 

 

Dear Manager / Board Member, 

I am currently a part-time M. Ed. student with Trinity College Dublin, studying for a Master’s in Early 

Intervention in the Early Years. As part of my studies, I am carrying out research in the area of 

outdoor play opportunities in Early Years Settings for children who require additional supports.  

The Study:  This thesis is investigating how outdoor play influences the development of 

children who require additional supports in Early Years Settings and if all children enjoy the same 

outdoor play opportunities. I am inviting your service to participate in the study.  

After obtaining informed consent from you (the manager). I will invite Early Years Practitioners 

working in your service to participate in the study so that I can gain an insight into their 

perspectives and lived experiences. If they agree to take part in this study, they will be asked to 

take part in an audio-recorded interview. The interview will take 20 to 30 minutes and will take 

place in their Early Years Setting during working hours.  

After obtaining informed consent from practitioners, I will invite parents and children to participate in 

the study. If they agree to take part in the study their child will be asked to take part in an informal 

interview with the researcher. For those willing to allow their children to participate in the research, 

signed parental consent forms and children’s assent forms will be required before commencing the 

children’s involvement in the research.   

I cannot foresee any risks for the participants in this study, beyond those experienced in everyday 

life. The information gathered will be treated with privacy and anonymity. No information regarding 

your Early Years’ Service or participants will be revealed in the research. Information will be stored 

safely on an encrypted external hard drive stored in a locked case in the researcher’s office. 

Access will only be made available to the researcher, her supervisor and examiners and it will all 

be destroyed 13 months after completion of the thesis examination process. An ethical review 

process was completed and approved by Trinity College Dublin in advance of conducting this 

research. 

At all stages throughout this research project. I will make it clear that participants are not obliged to 

participate in any aspect of the study and that they can withdraw from the study at any time without 

having to give a reason and without prejudice. No data will be collected until all informed consent 

and assent forms are returned and signed by all relevant parties and participants can withdraw 

their data from this study at any time up until the data is irrevocably anonymised. All data collection 

will be carried out in a sensitive and non-stressful manner. 

 

Please feel free to contact me if you require any further information. 

Kind regards, 

_______________________  

Sylvia Mooney. 

Contact Information. 

Researcher:  Miss Sylvia Mooney. Email: mooneys6@tcd.ie 

Supervisor:  Dr. John Kubiak. Email KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie 

 

mailto:KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie
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Appendix B: Consent from Manager and Board Member of Early Years Setting 

 

 

M.Ed. Research in Early Intervention in the Early Years. Trinity College Dublin. 

Research conducted by Ms. Sylvia Mooney. 

 

 

I, 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

of  

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

have read and fully understand the information sheet. I understand the terms of 

the research and I agree that Sylvia Mooney can conduct this research in our 

Early Years Setting. 

 

Signed: __________________________________   Date: ____________ 

(Manager) 

 

Signed: __________________________________   Date: ____________  

(Board Member, if applicable) 

 

Signed by researcher: ____________________________ Date: ____________ 

 

 

 

 

Note: A signed copy of this consent will be kept on file by the researcher.  
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Appendix C: Information Sheet – Practitioner’s – Interviews 

 

Dear Early Learning and Care Professional, 

My name is Sylvia Mooney. I am currently a part-time M. Ed. student with Trinity College Dublin, 

studying for a Master’s in Early Intervention in the Early Years. As part of my studies, I am carrying 

out research in the area of outdoor play opportunities in ELC Settings for children who require 

additional supports. I have worked with children in the ELC sector for twenty years and I currently 

work as a support and development worker with Early Years Settings in County Offaly. I am 

working under the supervision of Dr. John Kubiak for the purpose of this research. I would like to 

invite you to participate in my research project. 

Title of Research Project:  Outdoor play opportunities for children who require 

additional supports in Early Years Settings in Ireland. 

The Research Study:  This thesis is investigating how outdoor play influences the 

development of children who require additional supports in Early Years Settings and if all children 

enjoy the same outdoor play opportunities.  

Participation Information: If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to take 

part in an audio-recorded interview. This information is required to gain an insight into your 

perspective your lived experiences. The interview will take 20 to 30 minutes and will take place in 

your Early Years Setting during working hours. All data collection will be carried out in a sensitive 

and non-stressful manner. 

Ethical Considerations: I cannot foresee any risks for your participation in this study, 

beyond those experienced in everyday life. The information gathered will be kept strictly 

confidential and anonymous. Any information provided by you will be sensitively presented without 

any traceability.  Information will be stored safely on an encrypted external hard drive stored in a 

locked case in the researcher’s office. Access will only be made available to the researcher, her 

supervisor and examiners and it will all be destroyed 13 months after completion of the thesis 

examination process. An ethical review process was completed and approved by Trinity College 

Dublin in advance of conducting this research.  

You do not have to take part in this study if you do not wish to and you can withdraw from the study 

at any time, without saying why and without prejudice. You can withdraw your data from this study 

at any time up until the data is irrevocably anonymised. 

Please feel free to contact me if you require any further information. 

Contact Information. 

Researcher:  Miss Sylvia Mooney. Email: mooneys6@tcd.ie 

Supervisor:  Dr. John Kubiak. Email KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie 

 

____________________________________  

Sylvia Mooney 

 

 

 

 

mailto:KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie
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Appendix D: Consent from Early Years Practitioner 

M.Ed. Research in Early Intervention in the Early Years. Trinity College Dublin. 

Research conducted by Ms. Sylvia Mooney. 

 

 

I, 

_________________________________________________________________ 

of 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

have read and fully understand the information sheet. I understand the terms of 

the research and I agree to participate in  

 

A semi structured interview   Yes  No 

 

 

 

Signed: _____________________________________  Date: ____________ 

 

 

Signed by researcher: ___________________________  Date: ____________ 
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Appendix E: Participant Information Sheet - Parent’s and Children – Interviews 

 

Dear Parents/guardians, 

My name is Sylvia Mooney. I am currently a part-time M. Ed. student with Trinity College Dublin, 

studying for a Master’s in Early Intervention in the Early Years. As part of my studies, I am carrying 

out research in the area of outdoor play opportunities in Early Years Settings for children who 

require additional supports. I have worked with children in the Early Years Sector for twenty years 

and I currently work as a support and development worker with Early Years Settings in County 

Offaly. I am working under the supervision of Dr. John Kubiak for the purpose of this research. I 

would like to invite you and your child to participate in my research. 

Title of Research Project: Outdoor play opportunities for children who require additional 

supports in Early Years Settings in Ireland. 

The Research Study:  This thesis is investigating how outdoor play influences the 

development of children who require additional supports in Early Years Settings and if all children 

enjoy the same outdoor play opportunities. 

Participation Information: If you and your child agree to take part in this study, your child will 

be asked to engage in an informal interview. This will be carried out in a sensitive and non-stressful 

manner. 

The Interview:   The aim of this interview is to hear your child’s perspective and gain an 

insight into his/her lived experiences of outdoor play in Early Learning Settings. The interview will 

be a relaxed, respectful and informal discussion with your child. The researcher will ask questions 

relating to outdoor play experiences and preferences. The interview will take about 10 minutes and 

will take place in his/her ELC Setting during ECCE hours. You will receive a copy of the questions 

in advance.  

Ethical Considerations: I cannot foresee any risks for you or your child’s participation in 

the study, beyond those experienced in everyday life. The information gathered will be kept strictly 

confidential and anonymous. No information regarding you or your child will be revealed in the 

research. Information will be stored safely on an encrypted external hard drive stored in a locked 

case in the researcher’s office. Access will only be made available to the researcher, her 

supervisor and examiners and it will all be destroyed 13 months after completion of the thesis 

examination process. An ethical review process was completed and approved by Trinity College 

Dublin in advance of conducting the research.  

You and your child do not have to take part in this study if you do not wish to and you can both 

withdraw from the study at any time, without saying why and without prejudice. You can 

withdraw your data from this study at any time up until the data is irrevocably 

anonymised.  

Please feel free to contact me if you require any further information. 

 

Contact Information. 

Researcher:  Miss Sylvia Mooney. Email: mooneys6@tcd.ie 

Supervisor:  Dr. John Kubiak. Email KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie 

 

____________________________________  

Sylvia Mooney. 

 

mailto:KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie
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Appendix F: Consent from Parents  

M.Ed. Research in Early Intervention in the Early Years. Trinity College Dublin. 

Research conducted by Ms. Sylvia Mooney. 

 

 

I, 

_________________________________________________________________  

 

parent/guardian of 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

have read and fully understand the information sheet. I understand the terms of 

the research and I agree for my child to participate in  

 

a) A semi structured interview   Yes  

 No   

 

 

Signed: _____________________________________ Date: ___________ 

 

 

Signed by researcher: __________________________ Date: ____________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: A signed copy of this consent will be kept on file by the researcher.  



106 
 

Appendix G: Information sheet for children – Interviews 

 

Dear _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ , 

 

My name is Sylvia Mooney.   I am a student in Trinity College in Dublin.

       

As part of my studies, I am carrying out research on outdoor play in preschools. 

  

The Title of my Research Project is: Outdoor play opportunities for children who require 

additional supports in Early Years Settings in Ireland. 

I would like to find out if playing outside can help children to learn and develop. I would like to visit 

your preschool and talk to you. I want to find out what you think about outdoor play. 

         

I would like to ask you some questions so that I can learn about the things you like or do not like 

about outdoor play and to hear your ideas about playing outside. 

 

What am I researching?  

• I want to find out if outdoor play helps your learning and development. 

• I want to find out if anything stops you from playing outside every day. 

• I would like to find out how you feel after you spend time outside. 

• Your opinions are very valuable and important and will really help this research.  
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If I agree to take part what will I have to do?  

• If you agree to take part in my study, I will ask you some questions during playtime 
in preschool.  

• You do not have to answer any questions if you do not want to. 

• You can pick the time and activity. 

• Nobody will mind if you change your mind at any time. 

• It is your choice and you do not have to talk to me if you do not want to.  

 

What happens during the Interview?    

• I will ask you questions about your experience of outdoor play in preschool. 

• I will ask you some questions about things you like or do not like about playing 
outside. 

• We will probably chat for about 10 minutes in your preschool and your Mom and 
Dad can talk to you about the questions that I would like to ask you. 

 

Will I be safe during the Interview? 

• I will make sure that you will be safe during the interview. 

• I will not use your name when I write my report. 

• You can choose whatever name that you would like me to use. 

• I will store all the information in a safe place where nobody else can see it except 
my   teacher and examiners. 

• I will pass a test called ‘an ethical review process’ before I start this research to 
make sure that you are safe. 

 

Do I have to take part in this research? 

• You do not have to take part in this research if you do not want to. 

• You can also change your mind at any time, without saying why. 

• If you would like to ask me any questions your Mom and Dad can contact me at 
the e-mail address below and I will be happy to answer any questions. 

What are the benefits for other children? 

• I hope that this research will help people to understand more about outdoor play. 

• I hope it will help preschool teachers to improve outcomes for children. 

• I hope this research will give children more choices about where they can play. 

 

Contact Information. 

Researcher:  Miss Sylvia Mooney. Email: mooneys6@tcd.ie 

Supervisor:  Dr. John Kubiak. Email KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie 

 

____________________________________  Sylvia Mooney. 

 

mailto:KUBIAKJ@tcd.ie
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Appendix H: Assent from Children  

 

M.Ed. Research in Early Intervention in the Early Years. Trinity College Dublin. 

Research conducted by Ms. Sylvia Mooney. 

 

I,___________________________ (parent’s name). 

parent of ________________________________ ( child’s name). 

attending 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

I have read and fully understand the information sheet. I understand the terms of 

the research. I have explained this research to my child in stage appropriate 

language and I have read the attached accessible information letter to my child. 

On behalf of my child I can confirm that my child is happy to participate in the 

research and the informal interview. 

 

 

Signed: _______________________________________ Date: ______________ 


