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BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH QUESTION
There is an abundance of scientific literature on pedagogies of play in early
childhood and pre-K in an out-of-doors context; however, scholarship on green play
in the middle school classroom (grades 4-8; 8-13 years old) is sparse. In order to
shed light on the subject, we conducted a scoping review to investigate the
published literature from 2012-2022 on out-of-doors learning through play in the
middle school context internationally. Our guiding research question is:
Based on the scientific literature, how is out-of-doors play-based
learning implemented and described in the middle school (grades 4-8)
context?
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Figure 1. Overview diagram of the research process

Figure 3. Overview of preliminary finding

Figure 2. PRISMA flow diagram summarizing the screening process
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Urban
[6,7,8,14]

Human-made
[3,5,13,14]

Nature
[1,2,4,5,8,9,10,11,12,14]

E.g., Museums, factories, libraries, 
historical and cultural sites

E.g., Playgrounds or (green) 
Schoolyards

E.g., Forests, Trails, Pond areas, 
Field Trips, Camps

Direct Instruction
Gamification

Structured Activities
Intentional Learning

Free Play
Unstructured

Risky Play
Incidental Learning

Immersive Experiences

Free Play
(un)structured

Risky Play
Intentional & Incidental 
Immersive Experiences

Hands-on

GeoFrontiers [6]
Temple Visit [7]

Climbing, jumping, running [13]

Learning about physics using 
playground equipment [5]

« Adopt-A-Tree » & 
« Decomposer Hike » [2]

« Which Plant Am I? » [10]

Making things from natural 
materials; using saws, knives 

and other tools; building 
shelters [11]

Ecological and environmental 
lessons [12]

Free time to explore the 
grounds and experience nature 

[12]

CURRICULAR CONNECTIONS

History Geography Biology Physics

Learning about plants, flowers, insects, animals, 
trees, weather, environment

Learning about sustainability practices (e.g., 
regenerative practices)

Learning how to make, build or sculpt objects

Learning about historical or cultural sites

Feeling calm and stress-free; 
feeling peaceful

Deeper appreciation of nature; 
increased « connection » with the 

out-of-doors

Out-of-doors play allowed 
students to « disconnect » from 

school

Building skills such as : 
communication, collaboration, 
cooperation, and developing 

trusting relationships

Improved social interactions

Crafting with your hands using 
natural elements

Students loved having more freedom of choice and increased autonomy

Games were considered fun activities through which learning happens

Students displayed high degrees of motivation, interaction and perceived learning during out-of-doors play

CHARACTERISTICS OF PLAY
To examine and map the extent, nature, and range of out-of-doors playful 

learning experiences/activities in the middle school context.

What does the extant literature tell us about the out-of-doors 
playful learning for students 8-14 years of age ?

What evidence is available, 
and to what extent does it 
support the use of out-of-

doors play as a way to 
improve students’ a) well-

being, b) skills, c) engagement 
and motivation, and d) 

learning in school ?

POPULATION
Students 8-13 years old

CONTEXT
Within school hours

CONCEPT
Out-of-doors ‘green’ play

How is out-of-doors play 
understood and defined, 
what does it look like, and 

what rationales drive this type 
of green play?

What are the challenges in 
implementing out-of-doors 

playful activities in the 
classroom or curriculum ?

INCLUSION
Involves students 8-13 years of age OR in 

grade 4-8

Examine and report on students’ or teachers’ 
participation in out-of-doors play

Out-of-doors play is embedded in the 
schooling context

Articles that define or make explicit mention 
of play or out-of-doors play, and its relation 

to the schooling context

Studies reported in English or French, peer-
reviewed, and published between 2012 and 

2022

EXCLUSION
Wrong age group OR grade level

Does not report findings related to out-of-
doors play on either students or teachers

Out-of-doors play is found outside the school 
context (e.g., extra-curricular, after school 

club, summer camp)

Does not explicitly mention or define ‘play’ 
OR ‘out-of-doors play’

Studies not reported in English or French, 
grey literature, or published before 2012

2188 records identified
through database

searching

1680 records screened
(title/abstract)

51 studies assessed for 
elibility (full-text)

14 studies included for 
analysis

1629 duplicates removed

1629 records excluded

37 studies excluded with reasons:
Wrong context (13)

Wrong publication type (12)
Wrong population (11)

Not in English or French (1)

USA (4) ; Canada (2) ; Denmark (1) ; Iceland (1) ; 
Portugal (1) ; Taiwan (1) ; Germany (1) ; Serbia (1) ; 

England (1) ; Sweden (1) 
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