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ABSTRACT

This study aims to examine the effect of unguided free play on the development of basic motor
skills in preschool children. This was achieved by comparing the results of a group of children
participating in a free play program with a guided play group and a control group. The study used
a quasi-experimental approach, and the sample included 150 children, both boys and girls, aged
4-6 years, who were randomly assigned to three equal groups. The two experimental groups
underwent a ten-week intervention program, with two sessions per week for each group, while
the control group continued with the usual educational program without motor intervention. The
MABC-2 and TGMD-2 tests were used to measure motor performance in gross and fine skills
before and after the program was implemented. The results showed statistically significant
differences between the pre- and post-measurements in favor of the post-measurement in the two
experimental groups, with free play outperforming gross motor skills, while the guided play
group outperformed fine motor skills. No statistically significant differences were recorded
between males and females in response to the intervention. The study concluded that free play is
an effective tool for promoting gross motor development in children. It also emphasized the
importance of combining free and guided play within educational settings. The study
recommends integrating free play into daily activities in early childhood, creating supportive and
safe environments for its practice, and providing educators and teachers with appropriate training
to employ it effectively.
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Motor skills are an essential component of a child's development
during early childhood, contributing to the building of the
physical, cognitive, and social capabilities necessary for
interaction with the surrounding environment. These skills
include both gross motor skills (such as running, jumping, and
balancing) and fine motor skills (such as grasping, drawing, and
writing), which are the cornerstones of subsequent learning and
active participation in daily and educational activities.

Among the effective means of developing these skills, "free
play" stands out as one of the most natural and effective
methods. Free play is defined as spontaneous, unguided motor
activity that stems from a child's internal motivations without
direct adult intervention or the imposition of strict rules. This
type of play is characterized by its flexibility and the variety of
activities it includes, such as climbing, running, jumping, or
even building models with simple tools. This gives children the
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opportunity to discover and develop their motor skills gradually
and safely. Numerous recent studies indicate the profound
positive impact of free play on improving neuromuscular
coordination, increasing balance and postural control, and
expanding the functional range of movement in children.
Pellegrini and Smith (2005) indicated that children who
participate in outdoor free play activities show significant
improvements in overall motor performance compared to their
peers who participate in guided or restricted activities.'! The
American Academy of Pediatrics (Ginsburg, 2007) also stated
that free play enhances children's physical, emotional, and social
development and is considered a developmental necessity, not a
luxury.? Despite the growing recognition of the importance of
free play, there remains a knowledge gap regarding accurately
measuring its impact on the development of fundamental motor
skills, especially when compared to structured programs or the
complete absence of motor intervention. Based on this, this
study aims to evaluate the impact of an unguided free play
program on the development of motor skills in preschool-aged
children, and to compare its results with those of guided play
and a control group, using standardized assessment tools before
and after the program's implementation.

This study seeks to provide a real scientific contribution to
understanding the relationship between the type of motor
activity and motor skill development, and to provide practical
recommendations that can be implemented in educational
curricula and health programs for children.

Research Problem
The first years of a child's life are a critical stage in shaping and
developing basic motor skills, given their essential role in
supporting  healthy physical growth, enhancing neural
integration, and developing cognitive and social functions. In
this context, play—especially free, undirected play—is
considered one of the most important activities, providing
children with rich opportunities to explore their environment and
develop their motor potential through spontaneous interaction
and self-experimentation, without restrictions or direct guidance
from adults.
Despite the growing recognition in global educational and health
literature of the importance of free play, experimental studies
examining its direct and comparative impact on motor skill
development remain limited, particularly in the Arab world,
where kindergarten programs often focus on guided or formal
educational activities. This approach may restrict children's
freedom of motor expression and undermine their ability to
develop motor skills naturally and gradually. Furthermore, some
traditional educational practices still undervalue play, viewing it
as a recreational activity with no tangible developmental
dimensions.

In light of this, the research problem is defined by the following

main question:

e To what extent does unguided free play affect the
development of basic motor skills in preschool children,
compared to guided play without organized motor
intervention?

e This question leads to several research questions, the most
prominent of which are:

o Does free play contribute to a tangible improvement in
children's performance in gross motor skills (such as
balance, running, jumping, and throwing)?

o What are the differences in motor performance
outcomes between children participating in free play
and their peers in guided play?

o Are there statistically significant differences in
children's responses to the free play program due to
variables such as gender or age?

The importance of addressing this problem stems from the need
to build a scientific knowledge base that contributes to the
development of educational policies and practices related to
early childhood, supporting the integration of children's motor
development and enhancing the effectiveness of related
educational and health programs.

2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

1. Measuring the effectiveness of free play in developing gross
motor skills such as balance, running, jumping, and
throwing in children aged 4 to 6 years.

2. Comparing the effect of free and guided play on improving
basic motor skills using standardized assessment tools
applied before and after the intervention program.

3. Analyzing gender differences (males and females) in the
extent to which the free play program improved motor
performance.

4. Examining the differences between the experimental and
control groups in the level of change in gross motor
performance after the completion of the training program.

5. Formulating practical recommendations that can be
implemented in educational institutions and kindergartens,
contributing to promoting the integration of free play as a
component of the daily educational environment.

Research Hypotheses

1. There are statistically significant differences at the level
(a < 0.05) between the mean scores of children in the group
that underwent the free play program, in the pre- and post-
tests, in favor of the post-test.

2. There are statistically significant differences between the
mean scores of children in the three groups (free play,
guided play, and control group) in post-motor performance,
in favor of the free and guided play groups compared to the
control group.

3. Children in the guided play group demonstrated higher
motor performance in fine motor skills compared to the free
play group, while the free play group achieved greater
improvement in gross motor skills.

There are no statistically significant differences between males

and females within the free play group in the level of motor

improvement after implementing the program.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
PROCEDURES

First: Research Methodology

This study adopted a quasi-experimental approach, using a
design based on three groups (first experimental group, second
experimental group, and control group). Pre- and post-tests were
used to measure the impact of the intervention program on basic
motor skills. This approach was chosen because it is appropriate
for the nature of the study, which aims to evaluate the
effectiveness of free play compared to guided play and no
intervention.

AND FIELD

Second: Research Sample

Number of Participants: The sample comprised 150 children.
Age Group: The ages of participating children ranged from
(4-6) years.

Sample Selection Method: The sample was selected using a
simple random sampling method from several kindergartens
located in urban areas with similar environmental and social
characteristics.

Sample Distribution into Groups

First Experimental Group (Free Play): 50 children.

Second Experimental Group (Guided Play): 50 children.
Control Group: 50 children who did not receive any additional
motor intervention.

Third: Research Tools

1. MABC-2 (Movement Assessment Battery for Children —
Second Edition): To measure balance, motor coordination,
and fine motor skills."!

2 TGMD-2 (Test of Gross Motor Development — Second
Edition): To measure gross motor skills, such as running,
jumping, throwing, and catching.*!

3. A specially designed standardized observation card was
used to record children's performance during the program
sessions, based on standardized scientific criteria.!”’

Fourth: Intervention Program

1. Duration of Implementation: The intervention program
lasted ten weeks.

2. Number of Sessions: Two sessions per week for each
experimental group, totaling 20 sessions.

3. Duration of each session: 60 minutes.

Session Content:

e Free Play: A safe outdoor space was provided with various
tools (balls, cones, hoops, balance tools), with children
given complete freedom to choose and practice activities
without direct guidance.

e Guided Play: A set of pre-determined motor activities was
implemented under the supervision of the educator,
according to a weekly plan aimed at developing specific
skills.

e Control group: continued to practice traditional daily
educational activities without introducing any new
interventions.

Fifth: Field Implementation Steps

Preparation Phase:

1. Obtaining written consent from parents and participating
kindergarten administrations.

2. Training the team responsible for collecting data and
applying  assessment tools, ensuring standardized
measurement methods.

3. Ensuring homogeneity of children in each group in terms of
age, gender, and pre-test performance level.

Pre-test:

The MABC-2 and TGMD-2 tests were administered to all
sample members on Sunday, February 2, 2025, using a uniform
environment in terms of location and conditions.

Implementation of the intervention program:

The sessions were conducted as planned, under the supervision
of the researcher, with qualitative observations of the children's
behavior and interaction recorded using an observation card.

Post-test:

After the program ended, the same assessment tools were re-
administered on Thursday, April 3, 2025, using the same method
and procedures as the pre-test.

Data Analysis:

1. SPSS version 25 from IBM was used to analyze the results.

2. A paired samples t-test was used to compare pre- and post-
test results within each group.

3. One-way ANOVA and multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) were used to compare the results of the three
groups after the application.

4. RESULTS
Measuring the effectiveness of free play in improving gross
motor skills

Table 1: Shows the average performance of the groups before and after the
intervention in the program under study

Average group Average
Gross performance performance change Significance
motor skill (before (post- level
intervention) intervention)
Balance 124+2.1 168+ 1.9 +4.4 0.003 **
Running 102 +1.8 13.5£2.0 +3.3 0.014 *
Jumping 89+£1.5 11.7+1.6 +2.8 0.029 *
Throwing 7.8+2.2 10.6 £2.1 +2.8 0.041 *

Statistical significance at *p < 0.05, strong significance at **

p<0.01
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Comparing the effect of free play with guided play:

Table 2: Shows the statistical differences between the groups

Free . Control Statistical
. Directed . -
Skills play lay (A) group differences significance
(A) play (A) between groups
Between free
Balance +4.4 +5.1 +0.6 and directed: Not Non sig.
significant
. Directed is better .
Running | +3.3 +4.8 +0.5 (» = 0.047) Sig.
. No significant .
Jumping | +2.8 +3.0 +0.2 differences Non sig.
Fine Directed is better .
Skills +1.1 +3.5 +0.4 (» = 0.009) Sig.

Gender differences

Table 3: Shows the statistical differences between the gender

Skills Males Females ) Statistical significance
(A) (A) differences (p)
Balance +4.6 +4.2 0.312 Non sig.
Running +3.5 +3.1 0.441 Non sig.
Throwing +3.2 +2.5 0.219 Non sig.

Changes between the three groups after the intervention

Table 4: Shows the changes between the three groups after the intervention

The group Average overall improvement Significance level vs.
in skills (A) control
Free play +3.4+1.2 p=0.017*
Guided play +42+1.1 p=0.009 **
Controlled play +0.6 £ 0.9 -

5. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

The results of the statistical analysis showed statistically
significant differences in favor of the dimensional measurements
among the group of children who participated in the unguided
free play program. This indicates the effectiveness of this type of
activity in developing gross motor skills, such as balance,
running, jumping, and throwing. This result confirms the validity
of the hypothesis that free play has a positive effect on the basic
motor skills of preschool children.

The noticeable improvement in the children's performance is
attributed to the open motor environment they were provided
with, characterized by diversity and flexibility. This gave
children the opportunity to freely choose activities and practice
them at their own pace, leading to the gradual and balanced
development of their motor skills. Furthermore, self-
involvement in stimulating play, without direct instruction or
excessive teacher intervention, helped enhance intrinsic
motivation and natural motor interaction, which is consistent
with the literature that emphasizes that children learn best
through free movement and direct experimentation. Regarding
the comparison between the free play and guided play groups,
the results revealed an improvement in the performance of both
groups compared to the control group. However, there was a
difference in the skills developed.® The guided play group

achieved a significant advantage in fine motor skills and visual-
motor coordination, which is attributed to the organized structure
of the activities and the direct guidance that characterizes this
type of program. In contrast, the free play group's results stood
out in gross motor skills, reflecting the positive role of the open
motor environment in enhancing children's overall motor
performance.”)

Regarding the hypothesis related to gender differences, the
results showed no statistically significant differences between
males and females in the level of motor improvement within the
free play group. This result indicates that children's response to
this type of activity is not affected by gender at this age and
supports the findings of some previous studies, which found that
opportunities to benefit from a free play environment are equal
for both genders when stimulating and supportive conditions are
provided. Regarding the differences between the three groups,
the results confirmed significant differences between the
experimental and control groups on post-test measures,
highlighting the positive impact of motor intervention, whether
free or guided, compared to no intervention.®! This result
demonstrates the importance of regular motor activity in early
childhood, not only as a recreational activity but also as a key
developmental factor that supports the integration of physical,
neurological, and cognitive development in children."!

These results are consistent with the findings of numerous field
and theoretical studies, which have confirmed the positive
relationship between motor play and the development of motor
skills. They also indicated that environments rich in motor
stimuli contribute to improved self-regulation, attention, and fine
motor control, which enhances the value of integrating this type
of activity into approved kindergarten educational programs.!'’!

6. CONCLUSIONS
In light of the results obtained during this study, the following
conclusions can be drawn:

1. The free play program demonstrated clear effectiveness in
improving gross motor skills in preschool children,
including balance, running, jumping, and throwing skills,
reflecting the positive impact of unrestricted free play in a
safe and stimulating environment.

2. Guided play contributed to the development of fine motor
skills and coordination more than free play, indicating that
both types of motor activities play a complementary role in
supporting various dimensions of motor development.

3. The lack of statistically significant differences between
males and females in motor improvement after
implementing the free play program indicates that the open
motor environment achieves a balanced effect between the
sexes at this age.

4. The control group, which did not undergo any intervention
program, showed stability or weakness in motor
performance, highlighting the importance of incorporating
planned motor activities, both free and guided, into
kindergarten daily programs.

51 © 2025 Sahab Ismail Adham. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

(CC BY NC ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Ind. Jr. of Mod. Res. and Rev.

PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL

Volume 3 Issue 6 [Jun] 2025

7. RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the study's findings and conclusions, the following are
recommended for those concerned with motor education and
early childhood:

1.

Establish free play as a core component of daily activities in
kindergartens, given its role in developing gross motor skills
and enhancing children's physical and cognitive abilities.
Create safe and diverse outdoor play environments that
allow for free interaction, including tools such as balls,
hoops, barriers, and balance platforms, to provide diverse
motor opportunities that enhance children's development.
Organize ongoing training programs for educators and
teachers on how to integrate free play into daily educational
practices, emphasizing the importance of indirect
supervision, which allows children to move freely and
explore.

Promote the integration of free and guided play within
classroom activities to ensure comprehensive development
of children's gross and fine motor skills.

Encourage the implementation of future studies spanning
longer periods and including samples from diverse age
groups and social backgrounds, to further understand the
educational, psychological, and social impact of various
play behaviors.

Calling on educational policymakers to adopt educational
approaches that take into account the importance of free
play, by integrating it into official curricula and national
policies related to early childhood, to enhance the child’s
right to integrated development.

REFERENCES

1.

2.

Pellegrini AD, Smith BY. The nature of play: Great apes
and humans. New York: Guilford Press; 2005.

Ginsburg KR. The importance of play in promoting healthy
child development and maintaining strong parent-child
bonds. Pediatrics. 2007;119(1):182-91.
doi:10.1542/peds.2006-2697

Pellegrini AD. The role of play in human development. New
York: Oxford University Press; 2009.

Logan SW, Robinson LE, Wilson AE, Lucas WA. Getting
the fundamentals of movement: A meta-analysis of the
effectiveness of motor skill interventions in children. Child
Care Health Dev. 2012;38(3):305—-15. doi:10.1111/j.1365-
2214.2011.01307.x

Brussoni M, Gibbons R, Gray C, Ishikawa T, Hansen
Sandseter EB, Bienenstock A, et al. The relationship
between risky outdoor play and children's health: A
systematic review. Int J Environ Res Public Health.
2015;12(6):6423—54. doi:10.3390/ijerph120606423

Kurnia D, Jarwo S, Friskawati GF. Free play is important
for children's motor development, but how we can supervise
it?: A phenomenological study at early childhood education.
Retos. 2024;(58):256—64.

Tortella P, Haga M, Loras H, Fumagalli GF, Sigmundsson
H. Effects of free play and partly structured playground
activity on motor competence in preschool children: A

10.

pragmatic comparison trial. /nt J Environ Res Public
Health. 2022;19(13):7652.

Roach L, Keats M. Skill-based and planned active play
versus free-play effects on fundamental movement skills in
preschoolers. Percept Mot Skills. 2018;125(4):651-68.
Biino V, Pesce C, Martins C. Motor skill development at
preschool age in girls and boys: The role of outdoor free
play. Children. 2025;12(5):594.

Hekmatnejad S, Yaali R, Bahram A. The effect of free play
and game design on basic motor skills, self-efficacy,
pleasure and motivation of preschool children. J Motor
Behav Sci. 2020;3:391-400

Creative Commons (CC) License
This article is an open-access article distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0)
license. This license permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source
are credited.

5

N

© 2025 Sahab Ismail Adham. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

(CC BY NC ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

