[bookmark: _Int_IyPRA9h6]Question: Discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors. 

In these ‘Postmodern’ times (Lyotard, 1984) with children’s lifestyles becoming increasingly isolated and sedentary, the requirement to question whether there is a need for children to ‘play freely in the outdoors’ as  In this essay, I am going to examine sources that look at this topic for a broad paediatric age range (a variety of ages up until the age of 18 in my case) and I shall be examining the necessity for outdoor play from perspectives of physical, mental and social development. I feel this gives me a solid breadth of contexts and factors to explore as a means of proving why currently the ability for children to play freely in the outdoors is so critical, but with perhaps, some compromises for the purposes of things such as safety.

[bookmark: _Int_xQErfMpe]Before truly being able to start answering this title question, I had first to figure out what ‘playing freely in the outdoors’ means to me personally and what a generally accepted definition could be. To do so I started by consulting the Oxford English Dictionary to find definitions of the keywords ‘playing’, ‘freely’, and ‘outdoors’.  About the key question word ‘playing’ the Oxford English Dictionary states, “engage in (a game or activity) for enjoyment” (Stevenson, 2010) and possibly more importantly also says “amuse oneself by engaging in imaginative pretence”. These are crucial definitions as in my opinion this shows that for something to be considered ‘playing’ there must be an element of imagination and enjoyment. Next is the word ‘freely’, according to the same dictionary, it's defined as “not under the control of another; as one wishes: I roamed freely” (Stevenson, 2010). This is important for the activity or playing to be considered truly ‘free’, there must be minimal oversight from another body such as a parent or teacher. Lastly is the keyword ‘outdoors’. The Oxford English dictionary defines it as, “any area outside buildings or shelter, typically that far away from human habitation: a lover of the great outdoors” (Stevenson, 2010). This hints that for this activity to be classed as being outdoors then it must be conducted or engaged in away from manufactured structures. This creates a good framework on which the title question can be answered.

One of the factors that is relevant in deciding whether children need to play freely outdoors is to compare the physical development of children who can play freely outdoors to those who don’t or can’t. Research from Nigg et al. (2021) shows a negative cross-sectional relationship (meaning these two variables move in opposing directions) between time spent outdoors during childhood (aged 6-17) and sedentary behaviour. Sedentary behaviour negatively affects a child’s physical development with the World Health Organization (WHO, 2024) noting, “...increased adiposity, poorer cardiometabolic health…” as effects of a child showing sedentary behaviours. Therefore Nigg et al. (2021) are showing that there is a benefit to a child’s physical development in playing freely in the outdoors as it helps tackle these sedentary behaviours and thus improves the physical health and development of these children. One common concern is that such unstructured activity can cause harm to a child as it would require the child to assess dangers for themselves (Brussoni et al. 2015) which, depending on the child, they may be unable to do which can lead to injury or worse.  However, in this same journal it also says that “Some studies support the importance of risky play for children's development, learning, mental health, and physical health, including physical activity, and healthy weights [5,12,15].” (Brussoni et al. 2015). On top of that it can also be argued that these mistakes, so long as they are not too serious, can also serve as a ‘Concrete Experience’ (Kolb 1984) for the child. This can lead to further experiential learning, meaning a child can now have a new appreciation or understanding of a risk or a technique which could have prevented injury. This further backs up the earlier argument as it now calls for a direct link between outdoor play and physical health in children. So, to conclude, it is important for a child’s physical development that they may play outdoors, however it can be called into question whether they should be completely unstructured and unsupervised.

There is an undeniable impact on a child’s mental development from outdoor play. This was put on full display during the Covid-19 pandemic with the lack of physical activity leading to the development of mental disorders such as anxiety and mood disorders. This was shown in a Japanese written journal by Okuyama et al. (2021). This also applies to outdoor play as was discussed in the earlier paragraph, outdoor play can be linked with an increase in physical activity (Nigg et al.  2021), this means that a link can be drawn between outdoor play and the positive effects of physical activity. Furthermore, a child's mental developments can also be linked to their academic success. This was shown in a study by Zhu et al. (2024) on preschoolers, where they found that over 3 hours of outdoor play per day can make a child more prepared for school and learning  and that “ Preschoolers who played outdoors for more than 3 h per day on either weekdays or weekends performed better in (i) rhyming, verbal expression, and writing; (ii) task persistence; (iii) peer relationships and empathy; and (iv) resilience, tenderness, curiosity, smiling, and flourishing.”. This highlights some of the key learning skills that are needed from someone to succeed in school.  As a result of this a conclusion can be drawn that for students, particularly young students, to perform better academically an element of outdoor play could be involved in the learning process or in the time in-between periods of learning and that outdoor play can also help with mental health disorders in children.

To increasingly build a case for the necessity for outdoor play in children, a child’s development socially is another factor which is aided with free outdoor play. In recent years, research has shown that, screen-based technology and failure for children to get outside and socialize has brought into concern the possible impact on a child’s development in terms of their ability to communicate socially (Ouvrv and Futado, 2020). This hints at a link between a child’s social health and development and their time spent playing outdoors. Furthermore, ensuring minimal structure to this play means that “their play can develop and expand without the immediate direction of an adult” (Macmillan, N/A, quoted in Ouvrv and Futado, 2020, p. 43). This is paramount as when this is the case, a child can practice basic social skills such as sharing and negotiating all in a fun and engaging way (Ourvrv and Futado, 2020). This all culminates in proving that being able to play with minimal structure in the outdoors can easily contribute to a child’s social skills and interaction, setting them up to make childhood and perhaps lifelong friends and bonds and have positive interactions with others for the rest of their lives.

In conclusion, children being able to play freely outdoors is revealed to be crucial in its role in child development, both physically and mentally. The key terms in the question heavily imply the importance in the use of the child’s mind and supporting minimal but necessary structure needed to keep the play safe but also productive. This is because it is that minimally supervised freedom that gives the child the ability to explore their limits and learn how to assess things such as risk and learn new physical skills to improve their play. Overall, it can set them up for a successful life of learning, giving them all the mental tools of a good academic student, ensuring they are resilient, persistent and empathetic. Finally, these are also qualities of someone who can have incredibly positive interactions with those around them, which sets them up for a life of friend making and for the job world, being able to communicate and problem solve with colleagues or bosses. At the end of the day, these are all skills and developmental attributes which can be honed and perfected from an early age through play in the outdoors which simply proves that it is of paramount important that children are given free access to this wonderful developmental resource.
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