Discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors
In recent years there has been an increase in awareness of how the outdoors could be an ideal environment for play and growth for children. The Welsh Assembly Government even mentioned “Outdoor and adventurous activities” in their report on Physical Education in the National Curriculum (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008). They wanted to improve learners’ knowledge and understanding of the outdoor environments. In this essay I aim to identify the reasons why children do need to play freely outdoors. Firstly, by talking about the risks of the outdoors and how they may actually be beneficial to children. Then, I will discuss the health benefits of outdoor play and the things children gain developmentally from it. Lastly, I will explain the barriers that may be faced in gaining access and benefits of outdoor play. This essay will specifically look at the barriers faced by disabled children and girls although other groups may face barriers also.  
Outdoor play comes with more risks than indoors purely because of the increased risks that come with nature in comparison to the classroom within which it is significantly easier to mitigate risks and reduce any danger. However, it has been suggested that these dangers and risks is what makes outdoor play so beneficial for children (Little and Wyver, 2008). not enough outdoor play can result in a lack of risk assessing skills,” increased injury” as children don’t know how to avoid risk, and a lack of physical activity which can lead to “underdeveloped motor skills” and “risk of chronic illness associated with low levels of activity” (Little and Wyver, 2008, p, 6). 
Outdoor play gives children power over their own bodies and helps them to understand how to identify risk and how to manage when it is worth taking a risk and when the it would be too unsafe, without these skills children are likely to have issues dealing with dilemmas and problem solving later in life as they will have spent so much time being completely protected and in environments which are so controlled. Knight (2011) argues that when children learn to mitigate risk and assess when pull back or push forward, they are more able to reach their full potential in life, as they are aware of risks and can “do the best they can” with that knowledge. Outdoor play has been described as a “complete learning environment” (Bilton, 2002) where children can develop all their needs, cognitive, emotional, social and physical. Brussoni et al also argues outdoor play is beneficial to children’s all-around development (2015). Outdoor play has the potential to target all the corners of a child’s development so it is arguably worth the risks it poses as those risks help children to be able to deal with bigger risks that can be more dangerous as they grow older. Risk also needs to be managed in a way that doesn’t completely remove it, there needs to be enough risk involved that the child gains the benefits of outdoor play (Staempfli, 2008). If there were no risk, then there would be less need for children to play freely outdoors. 
Being outdoors is one of the fundamental thing’s children need (Bilton, 2010, p11). It provides them with perspective for the world and helps them to “learn not to be frightened of the outside but to simply see it as a part of life” (Bilton, 2010, p11, paragraph 2). Outdoor play when done correctly seems like a perfect vehicle for giving children the confidence and assurance that will hopefully give them good wellbeing as adults, psychologically, physically and cognitively. The book edited by Waite (2011) identifies another benefit of playing outdoors in that it provides the opportunity for richer more deep learning even when doing the same activities as could be done indoors. She uses the example of filling a bucket with objects and argues, indoors the objects and the bucket would be heavily “standardised and sanitised” whereas in the outdoors they could be dirty or wet or even house some sort of creature. This provides the child an opportunity to learn a multitude of lessons from how to clean up after an activity, to how to leave an environment and the creatures in it, in the same state they were found. Children who are given the opportunity to play outdoors in age-appropriate environments will have the chance to grow to their full potential as they will have learnt from their experiences in the outdoors and apply them to more complex situations as they go into adulthood. Not only does outdoor play support children’s mental and emotional development it also targets their physical health as well. Outdoor play can be more physical and active than indoor play as there is more space available and there is more of a perception of freedom outdoors than indoors. According to Tovey (2007, p6, paragraph 5) we need to increase the opportunities available to children for “self-motivated” and “challenging” outdoor play. By doing so children will learn better habits and are possibly less likely to fall into bad ones that lead to poor physical health and obesity. Essentially by teaching children that being active can be fun and not just a chore, they are going to be more likely to do it and keep doing it as they get older, creating an all-round healthier generation of young people.
This does not however consider the needs of children who have additional needs or are disabled and are not always able to be physically active outdoors. This leads onto my next point which is about the barriers faced by disabled children and those with additional needs and whether the same benefits can be afforded by them when playing outdoors. I did work experience in a special needs school, I helped in the Reception and Nursery classes and learned a great deal about the ways in which to accommodate all children and the importance of doing so. Observing the children at play time especially I saw that even those in wheelchairs who some would assume did not have the same physical ability were completely included in the activities, and that they got similar levels of enjoyment from playing outdoors across the class, which had a range of different abilities physically and psychologically. This leads me to believe that outdoor play may not always be as easy to access for disabled children, however, the benefits of it are still as prominent and it is important for them to be able to access these things. Small adjustments like installing a ramp as well as steps and wider trails in the woods can make it so that disabled children can also experience the benefits of outdoor play. Especially in terms of promoting confidence, social and emotional wellbeing which can often be issues faces by disabled people as a result of an ableist society. 
Another barrier to outdoor play can be gender. This is identified by Brooker et al (2014, p398), as they highlight differences in the way girls and boys play, it is suggested by them that one of the possible reasons for this is the opportunities boys have for outdoor play that are not given to girls. Boys are often worried for less and allowed to play more freely than girls because of the perceived risk of strangers and general dangers of being outside in parents eyes. As a result, girls are simply not allowed outdoors alone as frequently as boys and therefore do not have the same confidence and feeling of control when in the outdoors.  
Based on the points discussed in this essay, I think it can be concluded that children do need to have access and opportunity to play outdoors. Also, when facilitating this play the risks need to be managed and at an appropriate level to avoid unnecessary harm but also to allow for optimal learning and development for the child. This risk management also allows for the health benefits to occur as mentioned in the main body children have shown an improvement in overall wellbeing from having play outdoors. This is especially relevant in a time where mental health and wellbeing is such a worry for so many people, “17.4% of children aged 6-16 had a probable mental disorder in 2021” (Baker, 2021), outdoor play can provide mental and emotional benefits that can possibly aid children in coping with mental health issues and even possibly stop them developing those issues in the first place, so it is arguably needed. Although, there are issues with access to outdoor play as discussed it is beneficial for all children to be able to play outdoors but certain groups may not have access or opportunity to go to those spaces. There needs to be more development in changing opinions on safety and giving girls more opportunities to take part in free outdoor play. This essay also identifies issues for disabled children where they may not be able to get to or take part in outdoor play due to the environment not being suitable for their needs, this is something that should be considered when thinking about free outdoor play for all children.
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