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This essay will discuss whether there is a need for children to play freely outdoors. ‘Play’ is defined by Play England as “what children and young people do when they follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way, and for their own reasons” (Play England, No Date). For children to play ‘freely’ otherwise known as free play ‘any supervision from an adult should leave the children alone to allow the children to use the space however they like’ (Playing Out, No Date). For this essay I understand the term ‘Outdoors’ to refer to any environment that is not indoors. In my opinion the outdoors offers a wide range of activities and new concepts of learning which provided the impetus for me choosing to study on the Outdoor Education Degree Course.

Playing freely in the outdoors for children is considered to be one of the best ways in which children can learn social skills, ‘Social skills are the skills we use to communicate’ (SkillsYouNeed, 2017). There are many different types of communicating skills that are learnt through playing and these are usually through ‘gestures, body language, and our personal appearance’ (SkillsYouNeed, 2017). When children are left to play freely outdoors, they will pick up these skills without even recognising that they are learning. This makes their playing time more of a self-driven education. When children are left to play outdoors their intelligence levels will increase all by themselves, due to the challenges they will face that you cannot encounter indoors. This can be through effective lessons on risk assessment and management (Outdoor Tribe, 2018).   Playing outdoors also enables children to become more aware of the potential risks the outdoors poses.  Learning to take considered risks is an important part of children’s development because it prepares them for conducting their own risk assessments in the future and being able to distinguish between what is dangerous and what is safe play.

Another way in which children benefit from being able to play freely in the outdoors is that their imagination can be set free. Without any adult guidance children will naturally use their imagination. An article written by Packer Isenberg & Quisenberry (2002) on the essentialness of play suggest that ‘play has a crucial role in the optimal growth, learning and development of children from infancy to adultism’ (Packer, Quisenberg, 2002).  This can be linked to the imagination of children because it advises the importance of playing and the link to development of children. An example of this could be the great outdoors can be pictured differently by everyone. So, if a class of students was asked to sit down and draw what they imagine to be the great outdoors, then the chances of two or more similar pictures would be minimal. This is potentially down to everyone’s past experiences. When children play, they use their imagination and it is by using their imagination they can experience emotional skills. An example of this might be that when a child is out playing, they are getting chased by a “Monster” then they will experience at sense of fear and this is teaching them that they are scared. So equally when that child is older, they get that same feeling they will be educated that they are experiencing fright. 

	Children being allowed to play freely outdoors is a great way that children can stay active and healthy. Today children may have a lower life expectancy then their parents, this is because of an increase in indoor lifestyles (Olshansky et al. 2005, cited in McCurdy, Winterbottom et al., 2010); and whilst no definite link can be made, there has been a rise in obesity in young children. Figures show “In 2016/17, 1 in 5 children in year 6 and 1 in 10 children in reception were classified as obese (NHS Digital, 2018). Outdoor play is seen mostly by people as fun, but it is much more than fun, it is beneficial for children to be healthy and physically fit (Voice of Play, No Date). Thus, benefitting children as they are more likely to avoid health problems such as diabetes.

According to the organisation Outdoor Tribe, who promote wellbeing in the community through reconnecting people with nature, the benefits of playing outdoors include an exposure to risk to benefit a child’s development, providing a platform where they can use the senses to inspire their imaginative play in a way that arguably cannot be recreated indoors (Outdoor Tribe, 2018). 

After researching about NCT, a charity organisation that give advice to parents who may require family advice, I have discovered a range of benefits of outdoor play, one of which is that they state “Outdoor play is a fun way to learn” [Online]. Outdoors there is lots to witness, discover and learn. ‘There is a lot of stuff to excite your sensors due to the constant change of smells, surroundings and nature’. This is linked to the ‘Outdoor Tribe’ benefits of outdoor play because ‘NCT’ states that “Children learn and gain experience through all their sensors” (NCT, 2017). 
Some new studies suggest that the exposure to nature may reduce the symptoms of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (Richard Louv, 2005).  The author of this study suggests that playing outdoors improves children’s cognitive abilities and improves their mental health in that it makes them more resistant to negative stresses and depression.
Similarly, the importance of the outdoors and free play has also been endorsed by the National Curriculum of Wales for PE (2008).  	


Despite the recognised benefits of the outdoors to encourage, free play there are still some barriers.  The organisation, Pace, sets out to work beside parents and carers to help try and reduce the risk of children of sexual exploitation. According to Pace, “child sexual exploitation can leave some young people with serious long-term emotional and physical effects” (Pace, No Date]. When children are allowed to play freely outdoors without parental supervision, children are more exposed to sexual grooming which is a negative. This links to what CSE states about grooming leaving children with long-term effects because without the supervision of the elder children can be at a much greater risk than if they were supervised. 
An online article ‘The state of play: Disadvantage, play and children’s well-being’ (Sutton, 2008) compares the development of children based on their social backgrounds and more importantly how their freedom, safety and use of the environment around them effects their development. 
One obvious disadvantage to free play outdoors is the potential risk of injury, particularly if children are not supervised.  This could occur because the environment is unsuitable or if the children are engaging in dangerous play.  To prevent this from happening a balance needs to be struck between children having the freedom to play, but at the same time ensuring that it is safe to do so through adequate supervision.
Related to this point is choosing the right environment for children to play.  Clearly, it may be difficult for children living in urban areas where there is a high volume of traffic with busy roads…. this also links to the growing risks of air pollution which can cause asthma and respiratory difficulties, particularly in children (Kidshealth.org, 2017) 


Children who are disadvantaged because they come from low income families or who live in deprived areas where there is a lack of suitable space for them to play are further disadvantaged in that they cannot enjoy the freedom of outdoor play that their more affluent peers do.  Thus, socioeconomic status has an effect on children’s life experiences and the opportunities available to them (Liz Sutton, 2008).

It is clear from the research undertaken for this assignment that the benefits of free play outweigh the disadvantages, but certain things need to happen in order for all children to be able to engage in this worthwhile activity. From the research I have done I would argue there is a need for children to play freely outdoors. This is because through play, a child will develop most of their skills that will shape their life and I see this a one of the most important aspects of growing up and being prepared for adulthood (Parker, 2017).   
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