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Overview
Canadian children currently have limited opportunities 
to engage in risky play in nature in their early learning 
experiences, as well as at home. Despite this, emerging research 
suggests that a decrease in these opportunities is greatly 
impacting children’s development and overall health. Using 
Ellen Sandseter’s (2007) risky play categories as a starting place 
to defi ne risky play, I will explore the evidence supporting an 
increase in children’s opportunities for risky play in nature, and 
implications for practice in Early Childhood Education, 

Introduction
Can you imagine a world where children spend all their 
days inside of four walls, and are no longer allowed to climb 
trees, jump in puddles, run through the forest, rummage through 
nearby ravines, walk on ice, slide down hills, or disappear 
behind a rose bush? Although this would have sounded hard to 
believe only two decades ago, it is increasingly becoming the 
reality of children in Canada today. As stated in a 2014 report 
by the Canadian Parks Council, “Separation from nature…
is an unintended consequence of our modern world.” (Parks 
Canada, 2014, p.3). In addition to this separation, Marano 
(2004) reported that, increasingly, parents are going to absurd 
lengths to take all risk, both metaphoric and literal ‘bumps in 

the road’, out of their children’s lives. We’re seeing these same 
trends in early learning centres and on school grounds with the 
disappearance of trees, rocks, and other natural material, as well 
as the ban on outdoor recess and lunch with the fi rst drop of rain 
on the roof, or fi rst fl ake of snow landing on the ground. Risky 
play in nature has now become a rarity and there are detrimental 
eff ects to the culture, health and development of the child 
(Brussoni, 2012). 

What is risky play?
Ellen Sandseter has defi ned risky play for us in a way that is 
accessible and easy to understand. I have come to believe that 
defi ning risky play in this way will allow us to work towards 
a commonly understood vision, despite the fact that this issue 
is controversial in today’s culture of risk-aversion and injury 
prevention. According to Sandseter (2007) there are six categories 
of risky play: 1) Play with great heights; 2) Play with high speed; 
3) Play with harmful tools; 4) Play near dangerous elements; 
5) Rough-and-tumble play; and 6) Play where the children 
can ‘disappear’/get lost (Sandseter, 2007, p. 237). In my own 
experience working with children in a Forest School setting, there 
is no greater place to support risky play, as defi ned above, than 
in the natural world. Trees, rocks, bark, stumps, logs, planks, fi re 
pits, shrubs, water, and mud provide the canvas for children to do 
what they do best, to explore their bodies and the world through 
play. It is important to note, by this defi nition, all play in nature is 
considered risky play. 
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Forest School Canada has reported (2014), in a recent 
publication that children in a Forest and Nature School 
setting are encouraged to learn through play, and an emergent 
curriculum in the same natural place over an extended 
period of time. This means that children are both supported, 
and given permission, to follow their own instincts, desires 
and curiosities. The role of the educator becomes that of a 
facilitator, whose primary tasks is to support children through 
inquiry, asking the right questions rather than dictating 
outcomes or leading an activity. This kind of educational 
setting, and this starting point of play, provides further 
opportunities to engage in risky play over an extended period 
of time, in an educational setting. This is in sharp contrast 
to the fact that many Canadian children are currently being 
limited in their play in both their home and academic settings 
(Brussoni et al, 2015). 

Why is this important?
Despite the level of interest and support in Canada currently 
for Forest and Nature School, misinformed fears of liability 
and fears of injury from parents, administrators, educators and 
the general public prevail. After repeatedly hearing similar 
fears and experiencing similar barriers, a group of national 
not for profi t stakeholders launched a collaborative research 
project exploring the risks and benefi ts of children engaging in 
risky play. This resulted in two systematic reviews, as well as 
a “Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play” published by 
Participaction in 2015 (Tremblay et al., 2015). This position 
statement was the fi rst evidenced-based, Canadian document 
to look at both the risks and 
benefi ts to children spending 
more time in free play in 
the outdoors. As a result, 
there was a public call for 
all Canadians to “loosen the 
reins on childhood”, with 
recommendations being made 
across sectors on how they 
can support children in doing 
so (Tremblay et al., 2015). 

There is considerable 
evidence that that risky 
outdoor play is not only good 
for children’s health but also 
encourages creativity, social 
skills and resilience (Brussoni 
et al., 2015). The evidence 
also indicates that the overall 
positive health eff ects of 
increased risky outdoor play 

provide greater benefi t than the health eff ects associated with 
avoiding outdoor risky play (Brussoni et al., 2015). In other 
words, it is far more dangerous to a child’s health to stay indoors, 
where they will be less physically active and will be exposed to 
other risks, rather than outdoors where they can climb trees, build 
forts, jump puddles, build ropes swings, etc. Although there are 
risks to children when being active in the outdoors, the risks are 
mostly minor and attribute to children’s resiliency and overall 
capacity to solve problems throughout the lifespan. This evidence 
suggests overall positive eff ects of risky outdoor play on a variety 
of health indicators and behaviours. Specifi cally, when children 
had opportunities to engage in many elements of risky play, 
they were more physically active and exhibited lower levels of 
sedentary behavior. Alternatively, when children were supervised 
in their play, they had lower levels of physical activity. In addition 
to this, risky play supported social health, social competence, 
play time, social interactions, creativity and resilience, and did 
not increase aggression, as many people would think. Lastly, 
in exploring play at height, there was no relationship found to 
fracture frequency and severity, which is one of the greatest fears 
in allowing children to climb trees and other heights on school 
grounds (Brussoni et al., 2015). 

Additionally, Kuo et al. (2001) have found that contact with 
nature is systematically related to lessened attention defi cit 
symptoms. Activities nominated as helpful in reducing attention 
defi cit symptoms were likely to take place in green outdoor 
settings. Conversely, activities nominated by parents as 
exacerbating symptoms were disproportionately likely to take 
place in non-green outdoor settings. 
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What can be done?
Early Childhood Educators have a 
unique role in supporting risky play in 
nature, as well as the Position Statement 
on Active Outdoor Play (Tremblay et 
al. 2015), because of the emphasis on 
play-based learning already evident in 
this fi eld. Also, we are often with our 
children for longer periods of time, 
with care extending later in the day than 
a typical school day. Therefore, here 
are some recommendations on how to 
implement this into practice:

1.  Think twice before saying no to 
  children climbing trees, rocks or 
  stumps on the playground. How 
  can you support this kind of play 
  instead?
2.  Step aside and let children play. 
  Guide play-based learning with 
  purpose and intent, rather than 
  dictating play experiences. 
3.  Learn more about Forest and Nature School, seek 
  professional learning on risk, benefi t assessments to learn 
  more about balancing duty of care with supporting children’s 
  right to risky play in education. 
4.  Build a culture of play that includes the outdoors, in your 
  setting and include this into parent orientations so at the 
  outset parents are on board with their children getting dirty 
  and playing outside in ALL weather. 
5.  Explore loose parts and naturalizing your playgrounds, 
  especially when in urban centres. The Forest and Nature 
  School ethos can be implemented in all settings, including 
  urban playgrounds!
6.  Support staff  in your early learning centre with opportunities 
  for professional learning that involves supporting children’s 
  play outdoors. 
7.  Seek to build these opportunities into your practice every 
  day, on a regular and repeated basis. This will support 
  a culture of outdoor learning, and will assist in relationship 
  building with the land and students. 
8.  Go beyond the playground, often there are little forests 
  and parks nearby that are beautiful places to off er diverse 
  play experiences. 
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