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Discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors.


This essay will discuss whether there is a need for children to play freely outdoors. This essay will draw on information from legislation, theory and also consider what is in the best interests of the child, not only physically but mentally. There are many things to consider, such as: the wellbeing of the child and the affect of play on their education. Playing is not a privilege for children it is a fundamental right. The UNCRC lays out 54 articles on children’s rights. Several of these address a child’s right to play. The UNCRC is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. There are one hundred and ninety-four countries that have signed the UNCRC with two still to ratify one of those being America.

There are many studies and strategies that suggest that there is a need for children to play freely outdoors. One such study is that Edgar, L. and Berkley, R. (2018) who say that when children are in the early years of their life, they need the chance to develop. Within the first eight months of a child’s life specific types of learning take place, this is when children will be taking in the world around them and trying to make sense of it all. It is at this stage that a child develops their senses through the sights, noises and experiences around them. The child will be experiencing changing in weather, different colours, different smells such as flowers, dirt, the sea. When they are moving along the ground, they will feel all sorts of different textures  on their hands and feet such as rough and smooth, this can be grass that they are crawling through or the hard pavement. 

When a child gets a little older, around ten to fourteen months, they start to develop their gross motor skills (movement of large muscles within the body such as the arms, legs and torso). After children have developed their gross motor skills, they will be able to control and refine their fine motor skills (movement of small muscle such as hands, wrists and fingers). Children will develop these skills through playing because they are using these muscles all of the time whether they are running, playing catch, climbing over things, jumping and all manner of things. To develop their fine motor skills children will be playing with toys, using scissors or paint brushes, playing with puzzles and many more. Children will use these skills they’ve learnt throughout their lives in work, sport, if they become musicians, artists etc.  If the child does not have the opportunity to play outdoors, then they may not be able to develop these skills as effectively. Moyses (2016) says ‘Practicing fine motor skills will help children have a solid foundation for their future everyday tasks’.

Forest schools are a positive way in which children can develop their outdoor skills and abilities, and to discover and learn about nature and the environment. Where, in a main stream school, children spend a great deal of their day sat behind a desk, in forest schools children spend a lot more time outside, playing and discovering things themselves. They do this by giving the children tasks which encourage children to be more imaginative and creative such as asking children to write on a piece of paper but using no pens or pencils or asking them to try to make a shelter that they could stay in for a few hours. This educational strategy is based on experiential learning. John Dewey was a philosopher and believed that children best learn through having a primary and a secondary experience. The primary experience is where the actual task is being done but instead of being told what is happening the students must experience it. For example, if students are learning about how plants grow. Instead of being told what happens, they would plant the seeds, add the soil, water and protect it until it grows. The secondary experience is a reflective period. In this the students will discuss what they have just experienced, what they did well, what they could have done better and what they will do next time. An example of this could be changing the variables of the experiment such as changing how much light the plants get by putting one in a dark room and one on a windowsill to see the difference themselves.  Another benefit of forest schools is children working as a team and being out in nature for their times of learning. This is crucial as working as a team in nature will make the children aware of the need to care about other people’s feelings, whilst at the same time thinking about how they can look after the environment.
Another advantage of forest school learning is the associated health benefits that go hand in hand with being outdoors. When a child is outside in nature, they are going to be running around climbing up an over object, this is going to develop the student’s muscular strength aerobic fitness and coordination. There are not only physical benefits though, when humans are outside, they are exposed to the sun’s rays. When exposed to the sun’s rays people have higher levels of serotonin. Serotonin is the chemical within our body that makes us feel happy (NCBI, 2013). Also, we are exposed to vitamin D which is the micronutrient that is essential to muscle and bone support (NHS, 2017). If children are not having the opportunity to play freely outside, then they may not get these benefits of being outdoors.
In the UK at the moment, children spend most of their academic life inside a classroom from a very young age. During the foundation phase children do spend a great deal of their day playing, however it is disputable whether if this counts as playing freely. True free play occurs when children have absolute freedom in how they play. When children are being told what to play with and where they are allowed to play, this should not be classed as playing freely. Neither is it truly free playing when children have set times when they are allowed to play outside. The Welsh government are now looking at schools in Finland for guidance as a result of their excellent PISA results. PISA stands for the Programme for International Student assessment. It is run by the OECD and different nations from across the globe participate on a voluntary basis. Consistent high scoring countries include China, Singapore and Hong Kong, however the Welsh government does not consider the educational methods used in these countries to be ethical nor ideal, so instead they turn to Finland, another high performing country, for inspiration. Many schools in Finland have classes that open up to the outdoors which allows children to play in a way that is truly free. As a result of this, and many other excellent educational practises, it has been found that Finnish children are some of the best educated, happiest and most successful students on the planet. Donaldson’s Successful futures report (2015) found that children in Wales were falling behind other children in the UK and across the globe, and many of the proposed changes he has made that are part of the new curriculum are very similar to educational practises that have been in place in Finland for years.  

In conclusion. there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors. Playing freely outdoors has numerous benefits, as highlighted above, including: assisting in development, improving mental health, improving physical health and even better academic performance. All these benefits will have a large affect on the quality of life of the child and lead to success in later life. A child who has been able to play freely outdoors should have a greater social understanding through the engagement and play with other children. A child who plays more freely outdoors will have a greater understanding of the environment. The is paramount for the sustainability of our planet. Children may develop more empathy for wildlife, seeing the habitat that animals are living in these days and the deforestation of their homes. 
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