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Playing outdoors amidst objects to foster experiences and attribute meanings. 

 

Alessandro Bortolotti, Lucia Carpi1, Research Centre in Outdoor Education, University of Bologna 

 

"It is in playing and only in playing that the individual child or adult  
is able to be creative and to use the whole personality,  

and it is only in being creative that the individual discovers the self."  
(Donald W. Winnicott, 1971, p. 74) 

 

Abstract 

This chapter presents empirical research focusing on the educational merits of outdoor play, centered on a 
play project influenced by the psychomotor approach, implemented at the Testi-Rasponi Kindergarten in the 
Municipality of Bologna. The investigation yielded predictably positive results, aligning with existing research 
indicating that such experiences facilitate the release of vital energies in both children and adults, fostering 
enhanced self-respect, empathy towards others, and environmental consciousness (Little, Elliott & Wyver, 
2017). The report unfolds in two primary sections: first, by detailing project management and second, by 
presenting the project’s outcomes. Noteworthy is the dual perspective considered: while project planning 
adopts an adult-centric view, educational outcomes are examined from the children’s standpoint. Thus, the 
report transitions from logistical considerations such as resources, arrangements, spaces, and objectives to-
ward reflections on the children’s perceptions, recognizing them as principal stakeholders. 
The project execution primarily involved the head teachers, teachers of the hosting municipal Kindergarten, 
and experts who oversaw its implementation. It's significant that the project progressed smoothly, owing to 
the enthusiasm of the individuals deeply interested in the educational potential of outdoor motor play and 
their conviction stemming from prior positive experiences. However, to mitigate biases, a rigorous evidence-
based research approach was adopted (Malone, 2008). Data collection employed an empirical Case Study 
design (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014), which was deemed suitable for elucidating the educational context under 
scrutiny. Analysis of the gathered data revealed outcomes related to well-being, socialization, and agency, 
affirming that outdoor play activities effectively nurture the development of involved subjectivities, satisfying 
diverse educational needs. Ultimately, there's a call to promote outdoor activities, especially for individuals, 
including children and adults, who spend prolonged periods indoors, particularly those impacted by 
circumstances such as the Covid-19 pandemic or similar crises, emphasizing the importance of mitigating the 
effects of confinement on early developmental stages. 

 

Keywords: Outdoor Play; Psychomotor Approach; Empirical Research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 The allocation of paragraphs is as follows: Paragraphs 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, and 7 are attributed to Alessandro Bortolotti. 
Paragraph 3 is attributed to Lucia Carpi. Additionally, acknowledgment is extended to Chiara Borelli, a PhD student in 
OE, for her contribution in conducting the outdoor play course at Testi-Rasponi Kindergarten. 
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1. Introduction.  

The present study elucidates the outcomes of empirical inquiry directed towards assessing the educational 
efficacy of an outdoor play initiative grounded in a psychomotor framework2. This investigation entailed the 
systematic monitoring of a program implemented at the Kindergarten Testi-Rasponi, under the auspices of 
the Municipality of Bologna, with the objective of empirically validating its alignment with the stipulated 
objectives. Particular scrutiny was devoted to the structural design, management protocols, and educational 
outcomes of the initiative. The intricate nature of the entire process, encompassing the conceptualization, 
execution, implementation, and monitoring stages, necessitated the orchestration of multiple actors, 
including administrators and educators from the municipal educational service, an expert facilitator 
overseeing the outdoor play activities, coordinated by a pedagogical supervisor, and an expert monitoring 
the actual play sessions. In addition, a researcher affiliated with the university conducted comprehensive 
oversight of the project and assembled the data presented herein. To grasp the essence of the project 
described, we compare it with an earlier and similar initiative, although developed in a more naive and 
simplistic form. This comparison proves useful in understanding that the use of outdoor space alone is not 
sufficient to produce relevant educational processes. It also requires the support of a mature educational 
awareness of the theoretical and practical aspect of the project itself.  

Furthermore, in adherence to the socio-constructivist principle posited by Rogoff (1990, p. 143), which 
underscores the transition of educational processes "from the social to the individual," deliberate efforts 
were made to solicit input from each participant in the initiative, notably the children involved in the play 
activities. Consequently, the investigation assumed a collective dimension in which diverse perspectives from 
pedagogues, educators, play specialists, and children were combined. In this context, data were classified into 
two categories: "direct," comprising observations or other artifacts (particularly photographs) obtained 
during the practical sessions, and "indirect," encompassing insights collected post-activity, such as drawings 
or reflections obtained both formally and informally, including from targeted focus groups comprising 
educators and children. 

Drawing an analogy to the Iceberg metaphor, according to which the biggest and most important things are 
not visible because they are beneath the water surface, this empirical inquiry sought to delve into the depths 
of the contextual milieu under examination, underpinning the conviction that such an approach enables the 
identification of underlying causal factors governing outcomes, while simultaneously unraveling the 
generative mechanisms at play.   

 

 

2. Foreword to the outdoor play intervention. 

To comprehensively grasp the salient aspects of this study, it is imperative to preface with some contextual 
considerations. The outdoor play initiative implemented at the Testi-Rasponi Kindergarten presents a 
distinctive feature in its departure from conventional norms, as it transitions the historically indoor-centric 
psychomotor activities to an outdoor setting. However, this outcome is not fortuitous; rather, it is the 
culmination of a deliberate and coherent progression aligned with the ongoing provision of psychomotor 
play within the educational services of the Municipality of Bologna for over a decade. This continuity is 
attributable to the AGIO project, which in the Italian language arises as acronym embodying its guiding 
principles: Accoglienza (Welcome), Gioco (Play), Inclusione (Inclusion), and Osservazione (Observation).  

The AGIO initiative represents the practical application within educational settings of a pedagogical 
framework known as Psychomotricity, which boasts a rich and multifaceted history. Initially conceived to 
bring order to the disordered lives of vulnerable adults, its interventions primarily consisted of physical 

 
2 The psychomotor approach is aimed at promoting holistic development through movement and play. It emphasizes 

the interconnectedness of physical, emotional, and cognitive aspects of human functioning, as we will ascertain in detail 
in paragraphs 2 and 3. 



3 
 

activities, although oversimplified, like contemporary occupational therapy practices. Owing to its observable 
efficacy, Psychomotricity underwent adaptation to satisfy the needs of children facing diverse challenges, 
manifesting in interventions characterised by motor and imaginative play propositions. Subsequently, 
informed by the foundational belief in play as the principal catalyst for developmental progress, efforts were 
made to extend these interventions to encompass early childhood as a whole. Consequently, since the 1970s, 
a plethora of psychomotor approaches aimed at fostering the holistic development of each child have 
emerged (Ambrosini, De Panfilis & Willie, 1999). 

Nevertheless, it is imperative to underscore that this phenomenon predominantly occurs in regions 
characterised by a neo-Latin cultural framework, wherein there exists a perceived necessity to reconcile an 
idealist matrix cultural paradigm fostering a dichotomous conceptualization of mind and body, advocating 
instead for the unity of the individual. Psychomotricity represents a pedagogical approach centered on motor 
activities aimed at cultivating not merely mechanistic but rather meaningful engagements. In this regard, it 
emerges as a genuinely efficacious methodology. Concurrently, it is noteworthy that this phenomenon is 
conspicuously absent in Anglo-Saxon contexts, where the dichotomy between mind and body is essentially 
transcended due to the prevalence of a pragmatic cultural ethos, which fosters a wide range of experiential 
practices, notably those falling under the rubric of Outdoor Education (Wattchow & Brown, 2011). 

Considering the preceding discussion, the focal aspect of the project under examination, namely the 
transition of the psychomotor framework to an outdoor setting, represents a remarkable cultural evolution 
characterised by the amalgamation of two distinct approaches. This amalgamation juxtaposes the 
psychomotor approach, originating primarily from neo-Latin (specifically French) traditions, with the Outdoor 
Education (OE) paradigm rooted in Northern European contexts. 

This intriguing phenomenon can be regarded as the outcome of a longstanding cultural tradition that has 
characterised the lives of inhabitants residing within the central Mediterranean region, colloquially referred 
to as the "boot": Italy. Over the course of centuries, Italy, owing to its strategic geographical location, has 
served as a nexus for cultural exchange, facilitating the assimilation and adaptation of diverse elements from 
various sources. This process of cultural synthesis, evident across multiple domains including art, cuisine, 
commerce, and education, has been instrumental in the creation of original and innovative products. Italy is 
renowned for its ability to creatively rework styles, culinary traditions, and techniques from disparate 
cultures, resulting in the production of celebrated works of art, culinary delights, and thriving businesses. 

In the case of Bologna, often dubbed the "red" city and situated within a region historically characterised by 
a high standard of living and an extensive network of educational services tailored to children, in many 
respects not far from Reggio Children (Thornton & Brunton, 2014), notable attention must be drawn to the 
presence of two research centers specializing in OE. The first center focuses on non-formal educational 
practices, while the second center concentrates on formal scholastic education. It is noteworthy that the 
current report emanates from the latter research center. Consequently, it is unsurprising that the project 
outlined in this report originated within this locale, given the abundant reservoir of resources, expertise, and 
interests dedicated specifically to the field of OE. 

 

 

3. The need to integrate diverse perspectives. 
 
As previously asserted, the research's affirmative outcomes, which have been substantiated over time by 
established theories and empirical evidence, warrant recognition. The multidisciplinary nature of the 
research methodology employed to investigate the educational process is remarkable. The OE Research 
center made a significant contribution by leveraging its expertise and resources, engaging both the 
psychomotor educator responsible for facilitating teaching and learning activities and the psychomotor 
expert overseeing and supervising them.  
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Special attention should be paid to Psychomotricity, discipline that originated in France and developed in 
Italy in the late 1960s, which extends to various fields such as prevention, education, therapy, and training, 
showing its many applications (Nicolodi, 2015, 2018, 2022). Its methodology entails the preparation of a 
spatial-temporal-material framework within which the child engages in spontaneous play, while a specialized 
adult observes attentively, facilitating and nurturing the children's play through targeted and mindful 
interventions. The psychomotor educator, having undergone a comprehensive five-year training program, 
operates in accordance with a well-defined and validated intervention methodology aimed at fostering the 
holistic and integrated development, maturation, and expression of the child's potential.  

With respect to the transition from indoor to outdoor psychomotor play, the research team acknowledged 
the necessity of identifying a suitable environment within the kindergarten courtyard to facilitate the planned 
activities. This shift also presented an opportunity to discern the advantages and disadvantages, as well as 
the similarities and differences, between different locations, activities, and approaches. Essentially, while 
spontaneous outdoor play and indoor psychomotor activities may not be conflated as identical phenomena, 
they offer children distinct yet equally valuable experiences. The collaborative endeavor between 
psychomotor activity and OE exemplifies the potential for interdisciplinary exchange. The juxtaposition and 
integration of perspectives inherent in this collaboration enriches the educational experience and 
accommodates the diverse needs of childhood. Furthermore, the integration of diverse perspectives 
extended beyond the interaction between psychomotricity and OE to encompass the collaboration between 
the professional psychomotor educator conducting the activities and the psychomotor supervisor. This 
collaborative process, characterised by ongoing feedback, involved joint active and specialized decentralized 
observations interspersed with scheduled supervision sessions. This integrated approach facilitated the 
collection of comprehensive data across multiple dimensions, fostering deeper reflection within the research 
process. 

Observational tools used for child observation were designed to be adaptable outside specialized 
psychomotor contexts, enabling their utilization by educators in diverse educational settings. Additionally, 
formative observation and extended contextual dynamics were informed by the principles of educational 
training supervision with a psychomotor approach, targeted at teachers and educators. Significantly, the 
physical space serving as the place of this multidisciplinary approach was the schoolyard, a space routinely 
frequented by children and teachers during outdoor playtime. Although the physical environment remained 
constant, children's experiences within it were markedly different, underscoring the pivotal role of adult 
perspectives and practices in shaping the efficacy of educational processes. This highlights the importance of 
teacher training, as evidenced by kindergarten teachers' expressed interest in integrating educational tools 
observed during expert-led activities into their own practices. Consequently, the imperative to integrate 
diverse perspectives is reaffirmed, underscoring the collaborative and interdisciplinary nature of educational 
endeavors. 

 

 

4. An important previous experience. 

The pathway under examination in this report did not arise fortuitously, but rather stemmed from preceding 
endeavors resembling it, conducted during the 2016/17 academic year in kindergartens across Bologna 
(Bortolotti, 2018). In many respects, these earlier initiatives can be perceived as stages within the same 
trajectory. Thus, it is pertinent to briefly revisit the outcomes of the initial experimental project, which was 
prompted by an organizational necessity: the unavailability of suitable indoor spaces. The challenge was 
characterised by the fact that certain school facilities had never participated in the AGIO project due to the 
absence of adequately spacious rooms, a limitation deemed insurmountable until the inception of the OE 
approach. Subsequently, with the adoption of the latter, which advocates for the educational use of outdoor 
spaces (a trend that arose during the subsequent pandemic), the initiative to relocate psychomotor activities 
outdoors received resounding support. This incident is also noteworthy because it illustrates how the 
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implementation of OE initiatives necessitates, above all, culturally receptive attitudes and unwavering 
support from management, alongside targeted training initiatives for staff members. 

In due course, the integration of hitherto perceived incongruous requisites was achieved, resulting in the 
formulation of a program termed “Outdoor Psychomotricity.” The viability of this proposition is supported by 
the inherent compatibility between the combined approaches, namely Psychomotricity and OE, both of which 
accentuate elements such as child-centeredness, play, motor skills development, tangible experiences, and 
holistic expression. The sole perceptible disparity lies in the setting: whereas the former operates indoors 
within a designated “room,” the latter unfolds outdoors in a garden or courtyard. Superficially, this dichotomy 
might seem inconsequential. However, given the imperative for meticulousness in implementing such 
delicate educational initiatives, an inquiry was initiated to ascertain the feasibility of this approach, along with 
the potential emergence of unforeseen factors, both supportive and inhibitory. 

The launch of the “Outdoor Psychomotricity” project occurred at the Casaglia school, renowned for its 
picturesque hillside venue in Bologna, an area abounding in green areas suitable for outdoor activities. Survey 
findings corroborated the pivotal role of spatial configuration in shaping the educational environment, 
underscoring its systemic significance vis-à-vis reductionist viewpoints (Morin, 2021). In this context, 
dismissing logistical discrepancies associated with space as inconsequential appears to be fallacious, as 
modifications to the singular element of “outdoor space” reverberate profoundly across all other contextual 
elements. Contrary to expectations, empirical insights gathered from the “outdoor psychomotricity” 
experience revealed a tableau characterised by playful-motor initiatives as follows:  

- Constrained in both physical engagement and environmental exploration. 
- Inattentive to natural elements, except for occasional manipulation of pinecones during symbolic 

play. 
- Trivial, occasionally disjointed, or challenging to decipher. 
- Detached, with groups exhibiting a strong sense of cohesion but also reservation, hindering the 

facilitator's ability to establish a relationship with children and provide support for their activities. 

 

A comparative analysis of indoor and outdoor psychomotor environments unveiled discernible and 
unexpected disparities, prompting the working group to formulate explanatory hypotheses. Predominant 
among these was the concept of “familiarity of place”, assuming in familiar environments frequented daily, 
inclinations towards individualism precipitate conflicts, whereas greater cohesiveness and reduced discord 
are observed. Notably, interpersonal dynamics with adults exhibited variations: outdoors, adults 
predominantly sought instrumental aid, such as knot-tying or object retrieval, rather than emotional support. 
Instances of astonishment or annoyance were noted among children in response to attempts by adults to 
engage as peers in play. Furthermore, adults themselves evinced differing perceptions of environments and 
contexts: while they exhibited greater ease in indoor settings because of familiarity with dynamics and 
adeptness in managing them professionally, their confidence was diminished outdoors due to a shortage of 
specialized training and personal experience, thereby rendering them more circumspect in responding to 
demands and making proposals. This was notably reflected in the relational triad among spaces, adults, and 
children. 

In essence, it is reaffirmed that space is neither neutral nor inconsequential, but rather constitutes a pivotal 
place within the educational environment. The “outdoor psychomotricity” project engenders a deeper 
appreciation of the role of outdoor settings, which are characterised by unpredictability and lesser 
standardization than indoor settings (Parlebas, 1999). Upon closer scrutiny, though, the designation "outdoor 
psychomotricity" is deemed inaccurate because the conditions of outdoor play-motor activities deviate 
markedly from their orthodox indoor counterparts. Nonetheless, it is appropriate to acknowledge that, 
despite this disparity, the expert can leverage a psychomotor perspective to complement, enrich, and 
reinvigorate outdoor play in specific ways (Carpi, 2018). 
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5. Outdoor play with psychomotor perspective in the Testi-Rasponi Kindergarten.  

Following prolonged periods of national lockdown during the Covid-19 pandemic, the resumption of in-
person schooling in 2020 was accompanied by a prevalent emphasis on outdoor activities, given the ongoing 
contagious nature of the virus. This trend is evidenced by a survey conducted among teachers participating 
in the AGIO initiative, which revealed a consensus on the utility of outdoor activities, which were preferred 
over indoor alternatives. 

While such a preference might be viewed as constraining by traditional psychomotor therapists, promoters 
of OE perceived it as an opportunity to enrich educational practices. This scenario offered a chance to revisit 
findings from prior outdoor psychomotor experiments, considering notable changes in conditions over the 
intervening years. Notably, there had been a marked shift in outdoor lifestyle habits and societal perceptions 
of OE, with the approach gaining recognition and adoption within educational contexts. The presence of a 
kindergarten manager holding a postgraduate certificate in OE, along with the involvement of project 
personnel affiliated with university research centers focusing on OE, underscores this growing acceptance. 

In terms of outdoor play activities, each intervention adhered to a structured schedule, encompassing initial 
greetings, rule reminders, game implementation, and subsequent review sessions. The outdoor 
environment, although less constrained than the indoor spaces, was enriched with various objects and 
structures to facilitate motor and symbolic play, relaxation, and children’s planning. 

The overall aim of the program was to provide concrete experiences while fostering respectful, sustainable, 
and inclusive interactions and relationships. Achieving these ambitious goals necessitated an environment 
that not only caters to physical needs but also cultivates cultural appropriateness to stimulate creativity, 
promote well-being, discourage superficial judgments, and instill respect for self, others, and the 
environment. Central to this endeavor were spontaneous games, which served as fundamental tools for 
shaping relationships across spatial, temporal, object, and social dimensions. Leveraging the outdoor setting 
offered unique affordances and opportunities for unforeseen events, which, if managed with skill and 
professionalism, could facilitate the development of self-awareness, attention, and interpersonal 
connections. 

The outcomes derived from the observations conducted on the activities performed by the three subdivided 
groups of boys and girls revealed several discernible behaviours and attitudes:  

- There was a notable prevalence of sensory-motor and symbolic play experimentation, both on an individual 
and collective scale. 

- Although play activities among boys and girls often occurred separately, instances of shared moments 
between the genders were observed. 

- Discussions aimed at negotiating agreements, compromises, and mediation regarding the use of materials 
and space allocation were prevalent and exhibited a fluid nature. 

- A wide array of relational dynamics and emotions were evident, including self-assertion, impulsiveness, 
defensiveness/protectiveness, involvement, mutual assistance, fear, gentleness, and joy. 

- Some children exhibited aggressiveness, which was viewed as a beneficial phenomenon that 
fostered processes conducive to self-regulation. 

- Over the course of the project, the relationship between children and adults evolved, transitioning from an 
initial constant pursuit of closeness and assistance to an appreciated level of independence towards the 
project’s conclusion. 
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These observations underscore the development of new skills across various dimensions of personality, 
encompassing motor, expressive, creative, cognitive, and relational aspects. In essence, they depict a 
commendable overall maturation process. Such positive effects are likely attributable to the appropriateness 
of the setting, possibly stemming from a more deliberate approach and supervision compared with previous 
outdoor psychomotor play experiences. 

Departing from the reductionist approach employed in initial courses, this experience embraced a 
comprehensive understanding of the outdoor environment’s attributes, thereby facilitating the encounter 
with stimulating situations that are unattainable indoors. Examples included instances where objects were 
inadvertently propelled into neighboring yards or children sought refuge behind hedges situated beyond 
designated boundaries. Rather than regarding these occurrences as mere nuisances, they were integrated 
into the setting and acknowledged as opportunities for experiential learning. Consequently, when such 
events transpired, they were addressed with relevance and viewed as challenges necessitating problem-
solving strategies to retrieve objects or manage instances of rule-breaking behaviour. In essence, they were 
perceived as unforeseen circumstances that offered enriching experiences. 

In contrast to the indoor setting, which functioned as a confined space directing playful activities along 
imaginative yet relatively predictable trajectories, outdoor play unfolded with a greater degree of 
unpredictability and risk. Characterised by fluidity, tranquility, and negotiations, outdoor play encouraged an 
open, creative use of objects. This dynamic resonates with the ethos of Forest Schools, where the 
environment’s properties parallel those of the outdoor setting under examination (Waite, 2011, p. 173). 

 

Table No. 1: Contextual characteristics of outdoor play 

- Space with negotiable boundaries. 

- Open-ended use of objects.  

- Calm, fluid, unpredictable, risky activities. 

 

 

6. Insights from participants of the outdoor play program. 

Upon completion of the project, we sought feedback from the primary participants of the course, namely the 
teachers and children. Despite expressing themselves succinctly, their perspectives are deemed significant 
given their central roles. Teachers acknowledged a noticeable enhancement in interpersonal relations, 
although admitting their initial skepticism. Overcoming personal doubts was a crucial aspect, allowing them 
to recognize a distinct improvement in communication skills and mutual respect. This shift fostered a daily 
environment characterised by diminished conflicts and dominance behaviours, contrasting with the previous 
atmosphere marked by frequent arguments. Consequently, the program was perceived positively for 
cultivating a heightened level of relational well-being.  

Additionally, valuable insights were gleaned from the 18 four-year-old participants through the utilization of 
the "photo elicitation" method (Cappello, 2005). Each group, comprising six members, reviewed a series of 
photos capturing various phases of play activities. Despite the brief duration of the sessions (approximately 
fifteen minutes per group), the photo review prompted spontaneous comments from the children, which 
were recorded using an audio player and subsequently analysed. Although this method presented certain 
drawbacks, such as overlapping sentences, the overall cost-benefit analysis yielded positive outcomes. In the 
text box n. 2 an excerpt of children’ comments are reported.   
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The ensuing results are a culmination of several processes: recording spontaneous comments from children 
regarding their play actions, transcribing verbatim, and analysing meaning in a recursive manner inspired by 
grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014). Through iterative reinterpretations, comparisons, and attributions of 
meaning, the collected data were categorised accordingly. While this analytical process may appear artificial 
and reductive, it serves the purpose of identifying key reference points to structure and order the examined 
phenomena, like milestones along a complex path for orientation, in alignment with Bateson's principles 
(1972). 

Quantitatively, 70 clear and intelligible sentences were identified. However, some comments were lost due 
to the children's enthusiastic interruptions. Notably, there were 50 sentences where the speaker referred to 
themselves and 47 sentences where the speaker mentioned their companions, indicating a balanced 
attention to self and others. This equilibrium contrasts with live observations, where the frequent use of the 
pronoun 'I' was predominant, indicating a shift towards acknowledging companions in the re-elaboration 
phase. 

Furthermore, the subsequent analysis revealed three primary categories: objects, actions, and meanings (see 
Table n. 3). While recognizing the partial nature of this interpretation, this tripartition highlights a significant 
relationship between tangible and symbolic elements, underscoring the investment of meaning expressed 
through actions. In essence, the results portray outdoor motor play activities as not only reinforcing 
perceptions, physical skills, and action awareness, but also stimulating holistic expression, particularly 
evident in symbolic interpretations. Outdoor play, therefore, engenders dynamic subjectivity, leveraging 
unique opportunities for development through enriching relationships across intrapsychic, social, and 
environmental dimensions, challenging conventional assumptions. 

 

 

Text box n. 2 - An excerpt of the children's dialogues 

− "Hey, look, it's me!" 

− "No, it's me!" 

− "I saw a lizard but didn’t catch it. Once, I almost caught it though!" 

− "S. is like, see-through!" 

− "Hey, I was chasing you!" 

− "And G. wasn't even there!" 

− "We were playing 'hide and seek'! We found them, then ran away again!" 

− "That's where they were, but I used to hide all the time! I'm good at gymnastics!" 

− "Where were you? One of us was hiding, and the other one couldn't find them!" 

− "They went that way, and we went the other way." 

− "Over here, we were catching a monster. I'm always doing gymnastics, yoga, and hiding." 

− "Ouch! I got something in my eye!" 

− "Here, we were walking on the rope thing." 

− "This is where the naughty L. and S. always hang out. And me too, I'm one of the little guys!" 

− "We were having superpowers. Some of us lost them, and then we had to watch out for the 
monster!" 

− "We were all sneaking around with tails and flying in the air! 
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Table n. 3 - Classification of items derived from children's remarks. 

Objects: Swing, hammock, hut, rope, cage, lizard, pinecone, bridge, mat, den, cake, etc. 

Actions: Going, climbing, chasing, hiding, crawling, scratching, swinging, pulling, pushing, getting up, 
getting down, etc. 

Meanings: Having power, being alert, working out, planning, having a party, doing gymnastics, being 
monsters, playing a prank, relaxation, flying in the air, dealing with difficult children, etc. 

 

The delineated categories imply that the process has nurtured connections with the self, others, and the 
environment, operating on physical, emotional, cognitive, and social planes. Moreover, from a quantitative 
viewpoint, there is a noticeable equilibrium and consistency in relational dynamics between self-awareness 
and consideration of peers, with attention distributed nearly evenly. Lastly, the symbolic interpretations that 
imbue meaning into playful endeavors involving objects, manifested through actions, distinctly underscore 
the potency and vigor of play, whose significance in early childhood education remains firmly unquestioned 
(Waller et al., 2017).  

 

Fig. no. 2 - Flying on the Slackline            

Fig. no. 1 - Relaxing in the hammock                           Fig. no. 3 - Partying   

 

The correlations among the identified categories are also vividly depicted in the children's drawings, a 
selection of which is provided here for illustrative purposes. As it is widely acknowledged, images often 
convey meanings more effectively than verbal discourse. In this instance, the cohesive narrative that 
intertwines individual and collective experiences involving objects, structures, actions, and meanings is aptly 
captured in the following depictions: 1) Reclining in the hammock for relaxation; 2) Flying on the slackline ; 
3) Partying on the mat. 

Led by experienced and competent adults, the children were afforded the opportunity to explore 
environments, manipulate objects, exercise decision-making in play, and derive meaning from their activities, 
thereby experiencing autonomy and exerting agency. Playful engagement can thus be conceptualized as a 
ritual that provides a structured and recognized framework within which the physical and social realms can 
be navigated. Through such engagement, individuals are introduced to the customs and meanings inherent 
in the culture in which they are embedded (Mackey, 2020). When adults actively participate in safeguarding 
and enriching such experiences, they not only facilitate the acquisition of skills that enable children to interact 
effectively with others and their surroundings, but also initiate a profound cultural and social initiation 
process. A notable strength of this inherently powerful, but often overlooked play environment, lies in its 
encouragement of risky yet profoundly developmental activities within a protected setting, where potential 
negative outcomes are limited and manageable. This is in accordance with a renowned aphorism attributed 
to Oscar Wilde (1894, p. 12): “The one advantage of playing with fire […] is that one never gets even singed. 
It is the people who don't know how to play with it who get burned up.” The meaning is that individuals who 
lack the ability to deal with danger are paradoxically the most vulnerable to its detrimental consequences. 
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7. Data discussion and concluding reflections on outdoor play at the Kindergarten Testi-Rasponi. 

The implementation of outdoor play-motor pathways within the kindergartens under the horizon of the 
Municipality of Bologna emphasized the significance of continuity and collaboration in educational 
endeavors. The cohort responsible for orchestrating the activities detailed in this discourse, designated as 
the 'directing group', managed to execute outdoor play engagements while concurrently upholding the 
interconnectedness among diverse educational agendas across various contexts. This facilitated a notable 
advancement in both tangible instructional propositions and the comprehension of their significance.  

A comparative analysis of allegedly similar pathways distinctly elucidated the pivotal role of both places and 
teachers in reshaping the entire educational environment, particularly when considering the interpretive 
frameworks outlined by Complexity theory (Morin, 2001).  The latter suggests that any system should be 
studied holistically, considering its interconnectedness, interactions, and emergent properties, accordingly, 
emphasizing the importance of embracing uncertainty, ambiguity, and non-linearity in understanding 
complex phenomena. Consequently, through the comparison of two outdoor play programs, it became 
evident that both place-responsive educational approach (Mannion, Fenwick & Lynch, 2013) and 
competencies of outdoor play practitioners play crucial roles.  

In summary, the comparative analysis of educational programs implemented in Bologna's Kindergartens 
within the past five years (excluding periods affected by the Covid-19 Pandemic) has elucidated the capacity 
of OE programs, facilitated by proficient adults, to serve as fertile grounds for nurturing key competencies 
such as creativity, conflict resolution, autonomy development, social interaction, respect, and sustainability. 
Under the guidance and facilitation of suitably trained adults, the outdoor setting engenders a general sense 
of well-being and fosters spontaneous, contextually embedded learning experiences, thereby catalyzing 
processes of exploration, inquiry, and discourse that are inherently challenging to replicate within formal 
educational indoor settings, thus facilitating a distinctive form of educational renovation. This dynamic 
facilitates a form of development that transcends conventional norms. 

Remarkably, the outdoor environment can instigate innovative processes, a notion that may initially appear 
rather counterintuitive given contemporary society's predominant association of innovation with 
technological advancements, thus emphasizing the need to challenge deep-rooted biases. Conversely, OE 
emerges as profoundly effective, if not indispensable, for the holistic development of children, and it may 
also promote healthy lifestyles among their caregivers. Moreover, outdoor play, aside from being enjoyable 
and dynamic, serves as an effective catalyst for fostering respectful actions, behaviors, and attitudes, 
therefore enabling participants to derive meaning from their activities and acquainting them with the societal 
norms and values inherent within their culture – a particularly salient effort in an era marked by an escalating 
imperative to prioritize sustainability across all spheres (Bundy et al., 2011; Davis, 2015; Elliott & McCrea, 
2015).  

Some fundamental aspects of the importance of outdoor play should be explored: embodied cognition and 
holistic development. There is a growing recognition that comprehending the mind necessitates considering 
its integration with a physical body engaged in interactions with the environment, thus rendering the concept 
of embodied cognition noteworthy. Among the pivotal assertions concerning cognition, it can be posited that 
cognition is inherently grounded in the body. Even when disengaged from immediate surroundings, mental 
activity relies on mechanisms honed for engagement with the environment, specifically sensory processing, 
and motor control mechanisms. Additionally, cognition is context dependent. Cognitive processes occur 
within the framework of a tangible environment and inherently entail perception and action, as underscored 
by Wilson (2002). 

Outdoor play affords holistic experiences that have the potential to stimulate various facets of children’s 
learning and development. Play activities can be construed as the manifestation of a personality interacting 
with its physical and social surroundings. It transcends mere motor activity in the conventional sense, 
evolving into a system of interactions where participant engagement assumes primary importance. Outdoor 
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play offers an avenue for holistic development, nurturing growth across physical, psychological, expressive, 
and societal domains, with decision-making serving as a unifying factor among these dimensions, acting as a 
cohesive element. Every play activity deals with situations that demand action, thus constituting a form of 
decision-making education geared towards adaptability and the navigation of evolving circumstances 
(Parlebas, 2013). 

In summary, outdoor play furnishes decidedly enriching educational experiences. It can serve as a prime 
arena for learning by fostering "experiential reflection", that is, a circular development arena between theory 
and practice that is potentially virtuous. Through playing experiences, practitioners introduce children to the 
socio-cultural dimensions termed "body techniques" (Mauss, 1934), which play a pivotal role in acquainting 
individuals with societal norms and values equivalent to a "Rite de Passage" (Van Gennep, 1909). Through 
engaging in play activities, participants manage and undertake various activities, devise strategic solutions, 
and retain information. Thus, play can be viewed as an amazingly effective vehicle for problem-solving, 
decision-making, and sociocultural education (Grindheim, Sørensen & Rekers, 2021).  
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