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Discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors 
 
Introduction 
This essay will discuss whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors. Now what exactly is the meaning of free play? Maslekar (2007) says, “Free play is letting children play what they want to -- unstructured activity that encourages a child to use his or her imagination.” There are many benefits of children learning through play, the child can experiment, solve problems, think creatively, cooperate with others, etc., gaining a deeper knowledge about his/herself and the world. Bento (2017). However, there are also consequences in this topic. This essay will also discuss the different types of dangers and risks involved in children playing freely outdoors. Parents and children are concerned about the dangers of traffic, this is largely responsible for this decline in outdoor play. Play England (2018). During this assignment both sides of this argument will be carefully assessed in order to conclude as to whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors. 
 
Firstly, there will be a discussion as to whether there are health benefits to children that play freely outdoors. Play has the potential to improve all aspects of children’s well-being this includes a child's physical, emotional, social, and cognitive health. Playing freely outdoors influences children's cognitive health as playing outdoors a child is more likely to encounter opportunities to use skills such as decision making that stimulate problem solving and creative thinking. This is because outdoor spaces are often more varied and less structured than indoor spaces. Burdette HL and Whitaker RC (2005, p.46-50). Outdoor play could also influence children's mental health problems.” More natural play may facilitate the growth of pro-social brains and minds and keep the incidence of ADHD to a minimum.” (Panksepp.1998b, 2001). It has been suggested that encouraging children to play freely may be an exceptional way to increase physical activity levels in children, this is an important strategy in the resolution of the obesity epidemic. (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2006). 
Particularly, increasing discussions around the importance of ‘active’ play have begun to emerge because of widespread concerns for childhood obesity in western industrialized nations and the belief that children's body weights may be tied to reduced opportunities to play (Harten et al., 2008).  Free play has an important role to a child’s emotional growth, research has highlighted three areas where play helps children develop emotionally: building self-confidence and esteem, experimenting with various emotions, and releasing emotions from trauma. (Voice of play, 2018) 
 
An equally significant aspect of “whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors” is that are there any educational benefits for the children in outdoor play? Playful behaviour has positive effects on the brain this meaning it also has a positive effect on a child’s ability to learn. “In fact, play may function as an important, if not crucial, mode for learning.” Dewar, Ph.D, G. (2018). Pellegrini and Holmes (2006) says that “children have proven to show they pay better attention when engaging in academic tasks after taking brakes.” There are many experimental studies that show school children pay more attention to academic study after they’ve had a recess. Recess is a form of free play in the academic system that allows children to play freely outdoors without any direction from adults. There is also evidence from Stevenson and Lee (1990) who say, “Chinese and Japanese students, who are among the best achievers in the world, attend schools that provide short breaks every 50 minutes.” This is evidence that free play is important in the education systems and has an impact on how much we learn.  Playing freely in the outdoors also has an impact on the children's attitudes and what they believe they can achieve. Children can develop their own ideas or create games and activities to take part in with others including their friends without feeling like they’re being directly supervised. They’ll then begin to understand what they can do by themselves and develop a ‘can do' attitude, this will act as a solid foundation for their future learning. Early years resources (2018). 
    
Before considering “whether there really is a need for children to play freely outdoors” it is important to note that there are also drawbacks to this topic, such as is there any risk involved with children playing freely in the outdoors? Parents and children are equally concerned about the dangers of traffic. This is largely responsible for this decline in outdoor play. Play England (2018). A report from the BBC in 2012 has shown that “The survey of 1,000 parents found nearly a third (31%) said their child did not play outside the house because of fears of an accident or injury. Almost half of parents (49%) said their children did not play outside because of fears about "stranger danger".  This type of play can also affect children's needs to try new things and get of their comfort zone when learning in a new environment. Generally, if the risk results in a negative consequence then the child will lack the confidence to take the same risk again, the parent would interfere with this situation and then limit the child from having that same opportunity again because they were out of safety and the parent's control. Nelson, S. (2012). Nelson also continued saying “if a child is exposed to too much unstructured play that it can be hard for them to adjust to activities that require more structure or following of direction.” 
 
Conclusion 
There is no doubt that children need the opportunity to play freely in the outdoors. There are several positive outcomes from allowing children to play freely in the outdoors that not only benefits them at a young age but also gives them lifelong skills. Letting children play freely outdoors as a positive impact on their health, not only will it keep the children more active and physically healthy while having a bigger area to play but it will also help their cognitive health as they are receiving less guidance from adults when taking part in free play. Therefore, will have to make more decisions, problem solve and take more risks. Free play outdoors also effects how the children learn. If a child is being taught while also enjoying an activity base on that subject it is more likely that they will understand it better and be more engaged in the learning topic. This is what's called experiential learning, learning from doing. There are also benefits of free play in between learning for example brake times at schools are for children to unwind and so that they can let of some steam, so they are ready to learn when entering back into the classroom. This is beneficial as the children have time to themselves, to play with their friends and get more creative with the idea of play, where the adults are not constantly in charge. On the other hand, there are worries about letting children play without adult supervision, this being many different dangers such as traffic, the fear of getting badly hurt and injured, if playing outside in a Neighbourhood fear of others taking advantage of the children. There's also a factor of if the children are exposed to too much unstructured play will their behaviours and attitude change meaning they may not follow direct instructions and directions. In my opinion I think children should be able to play freely in the outdoors as it offers them the experience of new challenges, risks, being closer to the environment surrounding them and helping them discover who they are as individuals through the enjoyments of play. I believe that playing freely in the outdoors allows the children to think for themselves and make mistakes that they can reflect on without the supervision of teachers, parents and other adults they may be surrounded by when not in the act of Free play.  I also believe children having this form of freedom in their lives is beneficial to their mental health as it brings with it a sense of happiness and wellbeing in such a big open space full of nature and wildlife.  
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