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Discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors.
Before discussing whether children really need to play freely outdoors, this essay will first consider what the question means. The terms ‘need’ and ‘freely’ may limit the scope of the question, as they could be interpreted as essential and not under the control of anyone else respectively (MacMillan Dictionary, 2017; Oxford University Press, 2017). For this essay, the ‘need’ will be related to educational, social and environmental factors, and ‘freely’ will be examined in the context of a spectrum ranging from structured to unstructured play in the outdoors.
A child’s fundamental right to “engage in play” and “participate freely in cultural life” (United Nations, 1989) is recognised internationally for all children worldwide up to the age of 18, and enshrined within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.  However, it has also been argued that children feel pressurised by society to ‘grow up’ faster and not engage in play (Higgins et al, 1997), despite ‘play’ being considered a perfect childhood activity and arguably the most important part of being a child from a psychological point of view (Piaget, 2007). Socially, the ‘need’ to play may be controversial, as parents were found to feel it is not as safe for their children to play outside the home and explore the natural environment in the modern age (Holt et al, 2015). Using Maslow’s (1943) model on the hierarchy of needs, the need to play would fall short of the need for safety.  Thus, if parents feel that their child is unsafe, they are likely to be unwilling to let them play freely.
Despite the plethora of well-documented parental concerns around children playing outside, there are numerous benefits to being able to play freely outdoors. These benefits have been recognised for hundreds of years, from Jean-Jacque Rousseau’s ‘Emile’ in 16th century France, as mentioned by Roberts (2012), to more recent studies on psychological benefits of outdoor education. Gustafsson et al (2012) addressed the socioeconomic and educational stresses on school children, and conducted a study to monitor the impact on their mental well-being over a year of being educated outdoors. Children were given a minimum if one hour of outdoor tuition every day for a year.  At the start and end of the year, parents answered strengths and difficulties questionnaires about their children’s mental health and well-being.  The study found learning outdoors had a positive impact on students’ mental well-being, although the slight negative impact on female students’ mental health may suggest social variables, such as sexism and social prejudice.
Another distinct benefit of outdoor education is the improved health and well-being of individuals. Bjorgen (2015) measured well-being, involvement and physical activity amongst children whilst participating in outdoor activities by filming and observing sessions.  It was found the facilitator played an important role, as providing challenges and variations to the activities had a positive effect on the children’s well-being, involvement, and social relationships. The structured nature of these activities can be seen to have played an essential part in maximising the benefits from the activities. McCurdy et al (2010) also acknowledge the health benefits of outdoor play, going as far as suggesting that paediatricians should recommend outdoor activities, as well as safe, easily accessed outdoor areas for children to play; this suggestion also helps to address parents’ concerns for their children’s safety (Holt et al, 2015).
McCurdy et al (2010) also note a shift towards a more sedentary lifestyle being a large contributory factor towards recent declines in children’s health, as more time is spent using electronic media, and less time is spent participating in unstructured, free play outdoors. One method of integrating outdoor play into children in modern society, would be through education. Higgins et al (1997) state that outdoor education includes intellectual, emotional, physical, aesthetic, and spiritual development amongst children, which is arguably more than any more traditional educational curriculum can offer, along with the mental and physical health benefits already mentioned.
The integration of outdoor education into the lives of children, and allowing them to play freely, may also have a range of social benefits. Evidence of this was found by Ewert et al (2005), who found early childhood experiences in outdoor activities and with organisations during childhood had a close correlation with ecocentric and anthropocentric beliefs in later life. Embedding these ecocentric views into people at a younger age can be seen as an essential endeavour to create a sustainable future, especially in the context of studiers such as Martre (1990), who found that 90% of people surveyed believed that scientists will be able to fix the damage caused to the planet by climate change. Although this may be at least partly true, it is gambling with the future of the planet, and future generations’ lives. Martre suggests that the world’s environmental problems are being thought of too much at a larger scale, when it would be far more beneficial to be focusing on individual lifestyles, mainly regarding children.  This in itself is a compelling argument for allowing children to have contact with the outdoors as early in their development as possible.
In addition to the documented correlations between early exposure to the outdoors and later ecocentric views found by Ewert et al (2005), it has been found that many prominent environmentalists are reported to have large amounts of personal experiences with nature during their early childhood (Gurholt, 2014).  For example, Gurholt claims that Arne Næss’s ecology philosophies inspired the foremost environmental pedagogy in Norway, called ‘friluftsliv’.  Friluftsliv, which is translated roughly as ‘open air life’ is a prominent philosophy in environmental education in Scandinavia, in particular Norway and Denmark, and is considered to be the leading environmental pedagogy (Gurholt, 2014). Within the friluftsliv philosophy, people embrace nature and enjoy the outdoors as a way of life, thus creating significant and meaningful relationships with the environment (Beery, 2012). Beery also discovered age to be an important factor in creating environmental connectedness amongst individuals, and found that children are more susceptible to learning environmental values and about its sustainability.
In a study focusing on children in Sweden, Sandell and Ohman (2010) explored the educational potentials from encounters with nature, and also found that nature serves to give people a richer environmental and sustainability education. A key factor they identified, was the enhancement to learning offered by learners’ engagement in situated, process orientated and dynamic natural situations, rather than engagement in static learning, such as names of places and organisms. Thus, it has arguably been proven that children can learn more effectively through dynamic play in the outdoors. This approach also puts greater emphasis on young people needing more freedom during their education, and being able to play more freely. Sandell and Ohman also found that when these dynamic learning situations take place within the school environment, they promote good health and greater knowledge in school, as well as promoting environmentally friendly behaviour amongst the school’s pupils.
Despite environmental sustainability being essential, socioeconomic factors should also be considered, and can also influence where children can play, the extent to which they access opportunities to play in the outdoors and what they are able to learn. Weaver (2015) found strong correlations in a number of different geographical areas between environmentally friendly behaviour and population levels. This could be due to factors already discussed, whereby children in more populated areas are less likely to have access to outdoor play opportunities than those from less populated areas.  Weaver also found that people living in the less populated, rural areas were more likely to use more sustainable methods of transport. Gustafsson et al (2012) also found socioeconomic status to be a key variable in their study on the impact to the mental health and well-being of children who are regularly educated at least partially in the outdoors, as immigration status, housing, financial status and social status had large influences on their study’s sample of children, when their well-being was associated with outdoor education.
In conclusion, children having a clearly defined ‘need’ to play freely outdoors is debatable. Depending on parental attitudes, geographical location and socioeconomic status, there are countless variables which may hinder or prevent the child’s ability to play freely. As mentioned with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, other social factors may need to be addressed before the child’s need to play can be approached. In the case that playing freely is a possibility, there are innumerable documented and experiential benefits to mental and physical health, learning, environmental sustainability, ecocentric attitudes, general knowledge and well-being. With Norway and Denmark displaying the success in friluftsliv, and the UN recognising the importance of child’s rights to play freely, there is an international interest in encouraging and facilitating children to play freely outdoors, but with all the variables discussed in this essay to consider, it may take a great deal more education of adults and children alike to get more people to feel the need to prioritise children’s opportunities to play freely outdoors.
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