Discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors
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Introduction
The aim of this essay is to establish whether there is a need for children to play freely outdoors, within the context of outdoor adventure education. The importance of play from a Psychological perspective will be discussed, and its relationship with Sociological and Ecological theories that inform the field of outdoor adventure education. The fundamental role of outdoor play in green spaces, and their impact on early childhood development will also be examined, to highlight the benefits to children’s health and wellbeing and to their spiritual development with the natural environment. Sources of reference in this essay include Child Care Education literature relating to nursery nursing, Academic and Peer reviewed journals relating to cultural diversity, and free play verses structured tasks, Government websites and research data. Dichotomies and comparisons between the various theories will be examined to evaluate the growing body of scientific and empirical evidence collated from experiential learning studies, Ecological theory and Psychology literature. 
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Bruce and Meggitt (1999 p.237) argue that ‘it is a myth that all children play’, and that ‘children from different cultures may not be encouraged to play’. In comparison to this belief, Louv (2005 p.43) suggests that there is growing evidence to support the view that ‘children’s disconnection from nature and outdoor play has enormous implication for human health and child development’. Gurholt (2008 p2.) offers a historical and cultural perspective of outdoor education, using the development of a Norwegian pedagogical idea of Friluftsliv, referring to its “predominance in Norwegian higher education”. This approach to experiential learning would suggest that some cultures hold great value in educating children in the freedom of nature and their relationship with it. There are many definitions to describe the word ‘Play’, however for the purpose of this essay the following definition will be used, “engaging in an activity for enjoyment and recreation, rather than a serious or practical purpose”, Oxford (2017). 
White (2011 p.12) argues that outdoor play matters to children because ‘it offers alternative opportunities for physical, emotional, cognitive and spiritual growth compared to the built environment’. Whatever is meant by the term play the consensus amongst experts is that free play is critical to childhood development and growth. According to Keppler (2009), “the importance of children’s play in classroom education has gained in momentum, with developments such as private Montessori play class rooms being introduced as a result of human brain research.” 
Consequently, the cost implications to attend these kinds of private education schools leave many children without the opportunity to experience a more holistic approach to play and early childhood development, BBC (2017)
Despite these apparent inequalities in access to outdoor play opportunities, the UN convention on children’s rights, article 31 states that: ‘Children have the right to relax and play, and to join in a wide range of cultural, artistic and other recreational activities’. According to Bruce and Meggitt (1999 p.238), play is central to a child’s learning because “it makes a very big contribution to development and learning about ideas, feelings, relationships, the physical self, and the moral and spiritual self’.” This draws similar comparisons to the work of White (2011) more than a decade later. 
 	Burns et al. (2015p.250) argues that “understanding the individual child is a complex process” introducing the Ecological Systems theory framework to examine the influence of microsystems that “directly impact on a child’s behavior, including the family, school, community and culture”. In comparison to this theory, the work of Sigmund Freud and Erik Erkison, and the theory of psychodynamics emphasize the importance of positive and negative feelings, Bruce and Meggitt (1999p.243). It could be argued that positive experiences between children and close family members create positive feelings on an intuitive level during early childhood i.e. instinctive knowing without the use of rational processes (Cambridge 2017).
The etymology of the word intuition originates from the Latin word ‘intuer’ (to consider) with some psychology theorists referring to intuition as “spiritual insight,” Sprenkle (2005p.9).  It can therefore be argued that creating positive feelings through free play can help the growth and development of children in the early pre-verbal and pre-symbolic years. In contrast, the exploration of negative feelings, such as confronting fears and failure might also have an important role to play in early child development.     
In comparison to the work of Freud and Erikson another psychological perspective to consider when discussing the importance of play in the early years of growth and development is the Social Learning theory. This was introduced by Albert Bandura in 1977, who believed children learn about social behavior in two ways: “watching others and imitating others,” Flanagan (1994 p164). Within the context of play therapy there are 2 different approaches to facilitating play as an educative tool, Structured Play (guided by an adult) and Unstructured Play (free play). A recent study in the U.S concluded that ‘Overall, free play rather than the structured task setting was associated with more favorable child and parent interactions, play, and language use’. Kyong et al (2013). 

According to Louv (2005 p.2) there are however, “other ways of learning”, and that “today’s society encourages young people to avoid direct experience in nature”, which he suggests is leading to an epidemic of “nature deficit disorder”. Louv (2005p.43 & 44) refers to decades of research and the theory of Biophilia which can broadly be described as “positive effects of involvement with nature on health, concentration and creative play.” It is important to note that the idea of nature deficit is subjective, and does not necessarily imply that children are not learning from experiences of indoor free play, on the contrary it highlights the importance of alternative play within the context of outdoor education, that today’s young society might be missing out on. 
Louv (2005 p10) draws our attention to a change in the way young children see the concept of free play in today’s society. It is surprising to hear that children “prefer to play indoors because its where all the electrical outlets are.” This highlights the significant impact that technology is having on children, in terms of the frequency in which children experience unstructured free play in a natural environment. Louv (2005 p.13) found that children also “see computers as more important than nature because that’s where all the jobs are.” I would therefore agree with Louv that overexposure to technology in the early years of childhood, may contribute to the conditions that lead children to lead “indoor sedentary lives.” 
There are limitations to the theory of nature deficit as not all free play in natural environments is unstructured. It is widely accepted that many outdoor sports where children experience free play take place in natural settings or green spaces. In comparison to ‘Friluftsliv’ Peacock (2006p.3) also looks at the benefits of structured outdoor education and the lasting impact of school trips in natural environments. These findings indicate that structured outdoor activities have a positive impact on children’s social skills such as self-esteem, confidence building, self-direction, team work and community spirit.  I would therefore agree that experiential learning in an outdoor environment supports the emotional, cognitive, social and spiritual development of children Peacock (2006p.29)
If the term play relates to engaging in activities for enjoyment and recreation, Marmot (2010p.34) offers a sociological perspective that supports the view that everyone in today’s society should have equal opportunity to a better quality of life stating that, “inequalities in society relating to every aspect of human development such as physical, intellectual and emotional, are laid in early childhood.” This report suggests that children from disadvantaged, low socioeconomic backgrounds have lower cognitive scores and are more likely to suffer from health problems such as obesity and heart disease, compared to those children who come from higher socioeconomic backgrounds.  It could therefore be argued that free play is an integral part of growth and development at all levels, and that inclusivity for children regardless of social status is paramount. 
In comparison White (2011p.36) re-emphasizes the importance of equal access and equal participation. Research into the vulnerability of disadvantaged children, conducted by the National Children’s Bureau (2017) confirms that 40% of 4-5-year-old children do not reach a good level of development, citing poverty as a key factor. These findings would indicate that early intervention with this demographic can provide the conditions for healthy growth and development. Marmot (2010p.19 & 25) recommends that ‘access to more open green spaces across society is critical to physical health and mental wellbeing’. Louv (2005p35) supports this view confirming that “studies suggest that exposure to nature may reduce symptoms of ADHD”, with “improvements to children’s cognitive abilities and resistance to stress and depression”.  These findings come at a time when reports suggest that “around one in 10 children are believed to have a diagnosable mental health disorder.” Department of Health (2017).
Conclusion
The evidence referred to in this essay would suggest that free play is still as relevant and important today as it was almost 20 years ago. However, it could be argued that advances in technology has shifted the focus away from outdoor play, with perhaps a greater need for children to experience free play and reconnect with nature and the outdoors. Clearly there are cultural differences that may also influence our attitudes to outdoor education, however there appears to be a general theme that free play regardless of its indoor or outdoor location, creates positive outcomes in terms of experiential learning, psychological development and potential health benefits. It seems clear that play is an integral part of childhood growth and development, with free play and structured play both making vital contributions. 
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