
 
 
 

JOSSAE (Journal of Sport Science and Education) |  Volume 9  |  Nomor 2  |  2024  |  83 - 93                                   
                                                                                                                                          

83 

 
JOSSAE (Journal of Sport Science and Education) 

 OPEN ACCESS 
                                                                                                                            E-ISSN Online: 2548-4699 

http://journal.unesa.ac.id/index.php/jossae/index 
                                                                                                             http://dx.doi.org/10.26740/jossae.v9n2.p83-93 

 

Outdoor Learning Activities in Early Childhood Education: Exploring 
Benefits and Challenges Through Bibliometric Analysis 
Nice Maylani Asrila*, Ni Wayan Surya Mahayantib, Ni Komang Arie Suwastinic, I Wayan Artanayasad, Yukiko 
Masumotoe, Fumiko Kagiuraf 

a,b,c Universitas Pendidikan Ganesha, Indonesia 
d Seinan Jogakuin University, Japan 
e Hiroshima International University, Japan 
 
Correspondence: nicemaylani.asril@undiksha.ac.id 
Received: 25 Aug 2024   Accepted: 29 Sep 2024   Published: 30 Oct 2024 
 
Abstract 
Despite the growing recognition of positive effects on children's physical, cognitive, social and emotional 
development through outdoor learning within early childhood education (ECE), these practices are 
inconsistently integrated into ECE curricula. Current study analyses bibliometric research to explore the trend 
in fitness training and highlights pertinent authors who conducted valuable research on this issue. Through 
DimensionAI system, 43 publications were found using “outdoor learning” AND "early childhood" in Titles 
and Abstracts fields; Among them: After the application of inclusion criteria for OA (open access) articles by 
English language indexed also ownership as an open repository through Dimensions we selected a total number 
n =18 articles which had been published between years from 2015 to date. Based on Microsoft Excel, 
VOSviewer was employed to construct the co-authorship networks of authors and characterize patterns in 
terms of citation or between subfields. Analysis indicates a marked increase in research activity over the last 
few years, which is reflective of an increased interest in outdoor learning. At the same time, it identifies 
limitations such a focus on as minority of scholars influencing outdoor learning research and limited 
incorporation into larger educational frameworks. More research is needed on practical challenges and for this 
generation, in resource-constrained settings. These results also underscore the need to broaden both 
representation within research and practical approaches of outdoor early education. Findings from the study of 
research provide a snapshot on what we know and do not know, as well promising directions for researchers 
to continue with their work in order to help reduce inequity. 
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1. Introduction 

The main goal of early childhood education is to promote the overall development of children. They 
possess several aspects of self, including emotional, social, physical, creative, and cognitive 
dimensions. Thus, children need a variety of learning environments in order to develop optimally. Play 
is an effective tool to do that since it promotes the overall well-being and learning of young children 
during their early childhood (Coelho et al., 2017). Outdoor play and activities give children an array 
of learning opportunities with numerous possibilities. All these plays and activities impact the overall 
development of children in many aspects (Bilton, 2010; Dahlberg et al., 2007). With the society being 
in such a peculiar state—children are too used to playing online that they no longer have an 
opportunity to get out of their homes, run around barefoot or even breathe fresh air. Nowadays, many 
children and parents have experienced heavily limited outdoor activities with their families in the past, 
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and also appreciated even more than before the importance that open spaces represent for our 
children. 

The outdoors is extremely important for children's education. Both educators and families are required 
to facilitate children's development by including play in many environmental contexts, including 
outdoor locations (Fjørtoft, 2001; Ginsburg et al., 2007; Leggett & Newman, 2017). Outdoor activities 
are not only beneficial for children's physical development, but they also play a key role in their social, 
cognitive, and emotional development (Bento & Dias, 2017; Gill, 2014; Tandon et al., 2019). In a 
study conducted by Coe (2017), it was shown that engaging in outdoor play and activities improves 
children's ability to interact with the world and acquire the essential skills needed to understand the 
intricacies of their environment. Outdoor play among children has a beneficial impact on their 
preparedness for school, as indicated by Becker, Grist, Caudle, and Watson (2018). Lundy and 
Trawick-Smith (2021) discovered that engaging in outdoor play activities can improve the cognitive 
development of preschool children. Prior to commencing any cognitive tasks with their instructors, it 
is imperative for the children to allocate a specific duration of time for outside play on the playground. 
Children's outdoor playtimes are essential for their development and rights (Kernan & Devine, 2010). 
Regrettably, the amount of time that youngsters spend outside is diminishing due to the evolving 
lifestyle patterns of countries. There has been a recent observation that youngsters are engaging in less 
outdoor play and are instead spending more time indoors (Bilton, 2010). 

The current focus on the significance of outdoor activities in early childhood education programs and 
policy in many countries may still be inadequate (Norðdahl & Jóhannesson, 2016). The instructors, as 
professionals in the sector, have the main responsibility of engaging with youngsters. Tuuling, Õun, 
and Ugaste (2019) conducted a study to examine teachers' perspectives on outdoor learning and the 
potential for incorporating outdoor learning activities in early education settings in Estonia. The 
research findings indicated that while the instructors acknowledged the significance of outdoor 
learning, they did not effectively incorporate this relevance into their teaching methods. While it is 
crucial to include outdoor activities in the curriculum, the key factor is in how teachers interpret and 
incorporate them into their teaching methods. Chinese preschool instructors prioritize academic-
oriented activities over outdoor play activities due to limited outdoor areas, a high child-teacher ratio, 
and cultural traditions that place greater emphasis on academic learning in preschools (Hu et al., 2015). 
The reluctance to fully embrace outdoor settings as a means of enhancing educational results is a 
major obstacle, frequently stemming from a limited grasp of the extensive educational benefits they 
offer (Maynard & Waters, 2007; Munroe & Mansell, 2016). 

The incorporation of outdoor education in early childhood education in Indonesia offers distinct 
prospects and notable obstacles, mirroring wider worldwide patterns while also being influenced by 
particular local circumstances. Outdoor learning is gaining recognition as an essential aspect of early 
childhood education in Indonesia. It provides valuable opportunities for experiential learning, which 
promotes whole child development. Empirical research highlights the capacity of novel methods, such 
as game-based platforms like IcanDO and scientific educational models, to greatly improve the 
efficacy of outdoor learning in this context (Haenilah et al., 2021; Ritonga et al., 2023). Nevertheless, 
despite these encouraging advancements, the effective execution of outdoor education in Indonesia is 
impeded by several significant obstacles. Insufficient finance and limited access to critical resources 
and infrastructure pose significant obstacles for many early childhood education centers (World Bank, 
2023). The incorporation of outdoor learning into educational practices is made more challenging by 
environmental limitations, such as restricted availability of secure and appropriate outdoor areas 
(National Development Planning Agency, 2013; World Bank, 2023). Furthermore, differing 
viewpoints among educators on the significance and practicality of outdoor learning present further 
obstacles. Several educators still have reservations about completely adopting outdoor learning owing 
to apprehensions over safety, limitations imposed by the curriculum, and a lack of proficiency in 
outdoor pedagogical techniques (Leggett & Newman, 2017). The difficulties are made worse by larger 
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structural problems, such differences in educational resources between urban and rural regions, which 
can make inequities in accessing high-quality early childhood education even worse (World Bank, 
2023). 

Given the increasing acknowledgement of the advantages of outdoor learning, it is essential to examine 
the elements that impact its successful implementation, especially in varied educational environments 
such as Indonesia. In order to gain a deeper understanding of these patterns, it is crucial to conduct a 
thorough analysis of the current body of research on outdoor learning. A bibliometric study is an 
extremely useful technique for identifying publishing patterns, determining the most frequently 
referenced journals, and categorizing research subjects in this field. This analysis offers a thorough 
and inclusive examination of the academic discussion, emphasizing important contributions, emerging 
subjects, and possible deficiencies in the literature (Yildiz et al., 2022). This strategy serves the purpose 
of not only charting the present state of research in the field, but also guiding future research priorities 
and policy decisions, so assuring the successful incorporation of outdoor learning activities into early 
childhood education. Through the utilization of bibliometric analysis, researchers can reveal trends 
and patterns that provide insights for the enhancement of outdoor learning practices and policies. The 
approach entails examining bibliometric data to evaluate patterns in publishing, citation, and 
cooperation networks within the field. This analysis yields significant insights into the present state of 
research and identifies potential topics for future investigation (Wang et al., 2016). The primary 
objective of this academic pursuit is to enhance the comprehension of outdoor learning in early 
childhood education, providing crucial perspectives that bolster the creation of more efficient 
methods and regulations. To guarantee that all children benefit from the comprehensive 
developmental chances it offers, educators and policymakers can overcome the hurdles and take 
advantage of the opportunities given by outdoor learning. 

2. Method 

The aim of this study is to determine research trends in the literature about outdoor learning on early 
childhood education by using bibliometric analysis. Searches on DimensionAI, using the 
combinations of key terms incorporated here (1) outdoor learning; AND; early childhood resulted in 
43 publications among which identified fit our criteria and eligible for inclusion: published in English 
language texts classified as articles available as open access within journal format indexed by 
Dimensions publication set between years 2015–2024. 

The data was organized in Microsoft Excel to ensure that it could be either accurately or consistently 
clean. Then, the pre-processed dataset was imported into VOSviewer software for constructing and 
visualizing bibliometric networks. VOSviewer allowed for the visualization of co-authoring networks 
and citation patterns as well as thematic clusters, thereby providing an overview on major players, 
influential papers or works in progress (research front). 

This methodological approach offers an extensive snapshot of the field research efforts focused on 
outdoor learning in early childhood where main trends, relationships and gaps are pinpointed. The 
findings are supposed to inform research for the future and anything that can be done better in terms 
of practices, with respect to education. 

3. Result  

Publication Trends 

The publishing trends on outdoor learning activities in early childhood education from 2015 to 2024 
show variation, although there is a general increase, especially in recent years. Initially, there was a 
single publication in 2015, but there were swings in subsequent years, including a significant decline 
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to zero publications in both 2016 and 2018. In 2019, the field seen a substantial surge in activity, 
evidenced by the publishing of three articles. This presumably indicates a rising interest and 
acknowledgment of the importance of outdoor learning. Although there was a small decrease in 2020, 
maybe as a result of the pandemic's influence, the pattern remained steady, with three publications in 
both 2021 and 2023. The notable surge in research effort, as indicated by the eight papers in 2024, is 
presumably propelled by three primary factors: amassed interest, augmented financing, and 
innovations in the sector. This trend emphasizes the increasing acknowledgment of the importance 
of outdoor learning in early childhood education. It indicates that this field is gaining pace and is 
expected to continue developing as a significant area of research, influencing future educational 
practices and policy. 

 
Figure 1. Publication Trends 

 

Research Categories 

An analysis of research categories on outdoor learning activities in early childhood education reveals 
that the majority of studies are focused on the general education category (17 publications), indicating 
a widespread interest in understanding the impact of outdoor learning on educational outcomes as a 
whole. Furthermore, much study has been conducted on the Education Systems and Curriculum and 
Pedagogy categories, highlighting a significant emphasis on incorporating outdoor learning into 
educational frameworks and curriculum, as well as the tactics used in teaching. Meanwhile, the 
presence of 8 articles in the category of "Specialist Studies in Education" indicates a notable focus on 
certain educational techniques or demographics. Nevertheless, this region is relatively uncharted in 
contrast to the others. The Education Policy, Sociology, and Philosophy area has the lowest 
publication count (2), suggesting a lack of study on the sociological, philosophical, and policy 
consequences of outdoor learning. This distribution indicates that although the area has made 
significant progress in practical and theoretical studies focusing on education, there is a lack of study 
on the wider policy and philosophical aspects of outdoor learning in early childhood education. 
 

 
Figure 2. Research Category 
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Most Cited Journals 

An analysis of the most commonly referenced publications in the area of outdoor learning activities 
in early childhood education demonstrates that the Australasian Journal of Early Childhood holds the 
highest level of influence, with 36 citations. This suggests that the journal plays a crucial role in 
developing research in this subject. The Geosfera Indonesia has obtained 14 citations, indicating its 
contribution of ideas from an interdisciplinary standpoint. On the other hand, the Journal of Early 
Childhood Teacher Education has garnered 9 citations, highlighting its significance in connecting 
outdoor learning with teacher education. The journals Educational Research and Journal of Childhood 
Studies have a lower number of citations (three and two, respectively), suggesting that they have a 
supporting function in this discipline. The significance of field-specific publications, such as the 
Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, in promoting the discussion on outdoor learning in early 
childhood education is emphasized by these developments. 
 

 

Figure 3. Most Cited Journal  

Most Cited Articles  

The findings indicate that the 2015 publication titled "Young Children's Perspectives of Outdoor 
Learning Spaces" holds the highest level of influence. The paper titled "What Matters?" published in 
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This highlights its significant influence on understanding children's interactions with external 
environments. The 2019 article titled "The Compatibility of Outdoor Study Application of 
Environmental Subject Using Psychological Theories of Intelligence and Meaningful Learning in 
Senior High School" by Geosfera Indonesia provides unique multidisciplinary insights. The article is 
supported by 14 citations. Nevertheless, its emphasis on older pupils may restrict its applicability to 
early childhood education. The 2020 article titled "Balancing Technology and Outdoor Learning" 
from the Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education has garnered nine citations, indicating a 
significant level of interest in the convergence of technology and outdoor education. The essay titled 
"Outdoor Learning in Early Childhood Education," published in 2023, is a recent addition to the 
realm of educational research. The 2023 Educational Research article titled "Outdoor Learning in 
Early Childhood Education" and the 2021 Journal of Childhood Studies piece titled "Caring In-
Between" are contemporary examples of scholarly works that examine the advantages and difficulties 
associated with outdoor learning. The "Events of Engagement of Preschool Children and Forests" (2 
citations) are exerting an influence on the field, with the former examining wider advantages and 
difficulties, while the latter concentrates on the interactive involvement with nature. The citation 
patterns emphasize the prominent position of the Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, while also 
acknowledging the many contributions made by other publications in relation to certain areas of 
outdoor activities. 
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Table 1. Most cited articles 
No. Article Journal Year Citation 
1 Young Children's Perspectives of Outdoor 

Learning Spaces: What Matters? 
Australasian Journal of 
Early Childhood 

2015 36 

2 The Compatibility of Outdoor Study Application 
of Environmental Subject Using Psychological 
Theories of Intelligence and Meaningful Learning 
in Senior High School 

Geosfera Indonesia 2019 14 

3 Balancing technology and outdoor learning: 
Implications for early childhood teacher educators 

Journal of Early 
Childhood Teacher 
Education 

2022 9 

4 Outdoor learning in early childhood education: 
exploring benefits and challenges 

Educational Research 2024 3 

5 Caring In-Between: Events of Engagement of 
Preschool Children and Forests 

Journal of Childhood 
Studies 

2021 2 

Co-Authorship Analysis 

The co-authorship network map of research on outdoor learning activities in early childhood 
education reveals a cohesive group of scholars who engage in regular collaboration, suggesting a strong 
and cohesive research community. Lim Seong Pek is recognized as a prominent individual in this 
network, having the highest number of connections, which suggests that they play a crucial role in the 
field. Nabilah Abd Talib plays a vital part in several collaborations with other important scholars, such 
as Khairul Firdaus Ne'Matullah, Saturia Amiruddin, Rosli Ismail, and Rita Wong Mee. The extensive 
interconnectivity among these individuals signifies the existence of a firmly established research 
cluster, characterized by a prevailing culture of collaboration. This is expected to lead to the creation 
of extensive and diverse research on outdoor learning in early childhood education.  

 

Figure 4. Co-Authorship Analysis 
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The robust interconnectivity within this network suggests that research in this field is primarily 
propelled by collaborative endeavors, facilitating the exchange of knowledge, resources, and skills. A 
specialized organization such as this has the potential to greatly enhance the profession by conducting 
groundbreaking and thorough investigations. Nevertheless, the clustering of partnerships within this 
limited group may also restrict the variety of viewpoints and methodologies. In order to enhance the 
field, it would be advantageous to broaden the network to encompass a more diverse group of 
researchers, who might provide innovative ideas and assist in exploring novel aspects of outdoor 
learning in early childhood education. 

4. Discussion 

The bibliometric analysis of outdoor learning in early childhood education underscores several 
significant trends, benefits, and challenges that are shaping this burgeoning field. The increasing 
scholarly attention to outdoor learning, as evidenced by the rising number of publications, reflects a 
growing recognition of its multifaceted benefits for young children, including contributions to physical 
health, cognitive development, social skills, and emotional well-being (Chawla, 2015; Tandon et al., 
2019). This trend aligns with the broader movement towards nature-based learning, which emphasizes 
the transformative potential of the natural environment as a learning space (Kiviranta et al., 2024a). 

The marked increase in research output, particularly in recent years, suggests that the educational 
community is increasingly acknowledging the value of outdoor learning as a critical component of 
early childhood education (Haenilah et al., 2021; Ritonga et al., 2023). However, the earlier fluctuations 
in publication trends indicate that the field is still developing, with periodic dips suggesting ongoing 
challenges in sustaining research momentum. These challenges may be attributed to factors such as 
resource limitations, environmental constraints, and varying educator perceptions, particularly in 
diverse contexts like Indonesia. 

The co-authorship network analysis reveals a closely-knit group of researchers who are driving the 
discourse on outdoor learning. Figures such as Lim Seong Pek and Nabilah Abd Talib are central to 
this network, suggesting that these individuals play a pivotal role in advancing research and fostering 
collaboration within the field. This strong interconnectedness highlights the benefits of collaboration 
in generating comprehensive and innovative research, which is crucial for addressing the challenges 
associated with outdoor learning (Mårtensson et al., 2009). However, the concentration of research 
within a small group of authors also points to a potential challenge: the risk of limited diversity in 
research perspectives. Expanding this network to include a broader range of voices, particularly from 
underrepresented regions such as Indonesia, could enhance the richness of the research and help 
address diverse educational needs. 

The analysis of the most cited journals and articles offers insights into the impact and influence of 
specific research within the field. The Australasian Journal of Early Childhood stands out as the most 
cited journal, indicating its central role in disseminating influential research on outdoor learning. 
Highly cited articles such as "Young Children's Perspectives of Outdoor Learning Spaces: What 
Matters?" by Merewether (2015) emphasize the importance of understanding outdoor environments 
from the child's perspective, which is crucial for designing effective learning spaces. Other impactful 
studies, such as those published in Geosfera Indonesia (Harianto et al., 2019) and the Journal of Early 
Childhood Teacher Education (Siskind et al., 2022), highlight the interdisciplinary nature of outdoor 
learning research, integrating psychological theories and innovative educational models to enhance the 
learning experience (Olliff-Cooper et al., 2021). 

Despite these benefits, the analysis also reveals persistent challenges in the field. The relatively lower 
citation counts for articles published in broader educational journals, like Educational Research 
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(Kiviranta et al., 2024) and the Journal of Childhood Studies (Vladimirova, 2021), suggest that outdoor 
learning, while gaining traction, still faces hurdles in being fully recognized and integrated within the 
broader educational discourse. This is particularly evident in diverse educational contexts such as 
Indonesia, where the implementation of outdoor learning is often impeded by resource limitations, 
environmental constraints, and varying educator perceptions (Haenilah et al., 2021; Ritonga et al., 
2023). 

In conclusion, the bibliometric analysis provides a comprehensive view of the research landscape on 
outdoor learning in early childhood education, highlighting both the significant benefits and the 
challenges associated with its implementation. The findings suggest that while outdoor learning is 
increasingly recognized for its contributions to child development, there remains a need for greater 
collaboration, more diverse research perspectives, and stronger integration into broader educational 
practices. Addressing these challenges, particularly in resource-constrained settings like Indonesia, will 
be essential for realizing the full potential of outdoor learning in early childhood education. By 
continuing to build on the growing body of research and fostering inclusive collaboration, the 
educational community can better support the holistic development of young children through 
outdoor learning, ultimately leading to more effective and enriched educational experiences (Chawla, 
2015). 

5. Conclusion and Recommendation 

The bibliometric analysis of outdoor learning in early childhood education conducted in this study 
demonstrates the growing importance of this topic and the changing characteristics of research in this 
domain. The consistent rise in publications, especially in recent years, indicates the increasing 
recognition of outdoor learning's crucial contribution to the physical, cognitive, social, and emotional 
development of young children. Nevertheless, the research also reveals certain crucial deficiencies that 
must be resolved in order to fully use the potential of outdoor learning in a wide range of educational 
settings.  

An important deficiency is the limited distribution of research among a very small number of 
researchers, as evidenced by the examination of the co-authorship network. Although the core group 
has made notable contributions to the discipline, it is crucial to expand the research community by 
including a greater range of perspectives, especially from underrepresented places such as Indonesia. 
Increasing the size of the network might bring in new viewpoints and creative methods, which are 
crucial for tackling the distinct difficulties encountered in various educational environments. 

There is a notable lack of integration of outdoor learning in the wider educational conversation, which 
is evident from the comparatively smaller number of citations for relevant works in prominent 
educational journals. This indicates that although outdoor learning is acknowledged among some 
groups, it has not yet achieved general recognition or been completely integrated into mainstream 
early childhood education methods. Future research should strive to connect outdoor learning more 
closely with other educational ideas and practices, so improving its relevance and practicality. 
Moreover, the study emphasizes the necessity for further research that explicitly focuses on the 
practical difficulties of implementing outdoor learning, especially in areas with limited resources. 
Research that prioritizes addressing obstacles such as limited resources, environmental limits, and 
differing educator perspectives is essential to successfully incorporating outdoor learning into early 
childhood education in a wide range of environments.  

To summarize, it is crucial to solve the highlighted shortcomings in order to further progress the 
burgeoning and recognized area of outdoor learning in early childhood education. To fully unlock the 
potential of outdoor learning, it is crucial to enhance research collaboration, incorporate outdoor 
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learning into wider educational frameworks, and address the practical problems associated with its 
implementation. By addressing these deficiencies, future research can enhance support for the 
creation of successful, inclusive, and richer educational experiences for early children, ultimately 
resulting in more comprehensive and influential educational practices. 
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