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Introduction

“Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learning but for children  
play is serious learning. Play is really the work of childhood.” — Fred Rogers

For children, play is associated with positive cognitive, social-emotional, and physical develop-
ment. The evidence is so strong that in August 2018, the American Academy of Pediatrics published 
a recommendation for their providers to “prescribe” play for children they see – encouraging 
parents and other adults in a child’s life to play with them, particularly unstructured play where 
we can follow a child’s lead.1 

Outdoor play is essential to healthy development. Children develop social-emotional skills like 
self-regulation and cooperation when they have to take turns at the playground, physical skills 
when they try out the monkey bars or have room to run at a local park, and cognitive skills when 
they problem solve in the sandbox. Any adult who knows that refreshing clarity of mind from just 
a walk around the block in the middle of a work day knows intuitively the importance of making 
sure children have room to stretch their legs, and minds, outdoors.

This white paper introduces readers to the importance of play and outdoor experience during 
the early childhood years and establishes the negative impacts of a lack of play. It also presents 
a number of common barriers to embracing play and outdoor learning in the lives of young chil-
dren and “troubleshoots” these scenarios based on best practices in communities and research 
evidence. This paper will focus on issues and opportunities at multiple levels: families, program 
providers, policymakers, and community-members. It is not a definitive roadmap/playbook, 
but rather a field guide to better understanding the science of play and empowering individuals, 
communities, and governments to commit themselves to investing in opportunities which have 
the potential to improve quality of life and learning.



2

BENEFITS OF PLAY

Research increasingly bears out what many have intuitively known for years: play is good for 
children. The impacts of play, especially outdoor play, manifest themselves in many ways, 
including brain development, social-emotional skills and social engagement, physical health, 
cognitive development, a love of nature, a healthy sense of adventure, and expanding hori-
zons through imaginative play. In this section, we discuss some key research findings that 
show the importance of play and outdoor exploration for developing the whole child. While 
this section is by no means a definitive discussion of the benefits, it highlights foundational 
benefits of play which allow for further growth.

Brain Development

All learning begins with the body. The body is the brain’s first teacher and movement is the 
Lesson Plan. In the first years of life, 90% of the neural pathways in the brain will be set for 
life. These pathways determine how a child thinks and learns and who they will become - 
their passions, interests, triumphs and challenges, and outlook on life.

Children learn by building connections between brain cells called “neural pathways.” The 
more these neural pathways are used, the stronger they get - and that is why practicing helps 
build these skills. Each brain cell (neuron) looks a bit like a baby tree. As babies take in infor-
mation about the world, their neurons branch out and create connections with each other. 
Called neural pathways, these connections are like an electrical wiring system each neuron 
can have multiple connections to other neurons. The “wires” don’t touch. Instead they pass 
information at the gaps between neurons – the “electrical boxes” known as synapses. Brain 
chemicals (neurotransmitters) help power the system to get these messages through.

Why is ICS focusing on outdoor learning?
With an eye towards improving outcomes for children, the Institute for Child Success under-
took two events in the fall of 2018 in Denver, Colorado.

Childhood, Unplugged invited attendees to discuss hands-on learning’s impact on child 
development. Participants explored barriers and opportunities to improve equitable access 
and identify low-cost, low-burden strategies to thoughtfully incorporate good outdoor and 
experiential learning practices in formal and informal learning environments. 

• Dr. Yuko Munakata of the Cognitive Development Center at Colorado University – Boulder 
served as keynote speaker, discussing the importance of free play. 

• The event also featured a panel including Sarah Konradi, Program Director, National 
Wildlife Federation Early Childhood Health Outdoors (ECHO) Initiative; Mary 
MacKenzie, ICS Senior Fellow, and Child Care Quality Improvement Consultant; and 
Justin Svingen, Planner, Public Health Madison and Dane County leading the National 
League of Cities-funded Connecting Children to Nature Network Initiative. 

Bringing the Outdoors to Early Learning Environments, a no-cost professional development 
session, was offered to child care providers and early childhood educators in Colorado. Mary 
MacKenzie, ICS Senior Fellow and international expert on quality improvements in early 
care and learning led a discussion of low- to no-cost strategies to bring outdoor and experi-
ential learning opportunities into daily practices and routines.



Brain science tells us that certain chemicals get released when we move our bodies that 
foster neural growth in our brains. Early childhood is the fastest period of brain growth 
humans ever have, so it’s important for children to have experiences that get their hearts 
pumping and brains transmitting. 

The chemical in the brain called Brain Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF) is only made 
when you move. This chemical encourages neurons to develop and to join up and create new 
networks, contributing to memory and learning.2 

Social-emotional and “soft skills”

Learning is not just about knowing facts – it’s about being interested in the world around 
you, being willing to explore and experiment, knowing how to get help, being inventive, 
making choices/decisions, managing self and others, and being resilient. Understanding the 
emotions and perspectives of others. These are the things which will make connections in 
the brain and literally make it grow.

Children and adults both have their days filled with a mix of structured and less-structured 
or unstructured time. Structured time for children can include lessons, homework, and 
chores, while less-structured time allows for more child-initiated and directed activities, 
such as free play or unguided practice. Research tells us that there is a link between chil-
dren’s unstructured time to play and “self-directed executive function,” a particular type 
of self-regulation in which children set and achieve goals with external guidance – even 
when controlling for age, household income, and child verbal ability.3 While children can 
often benefit from some structure to link play to learning outcomes, it is clear that children 
need time and freedom to explore, experiment, and create anything their imaginations can 
envision. a

Physical Development and Health

Research indicates the connection between 
movement and children’s cognition, 
suggesting that to reach their maximum 
brain potential they need to move. Therefore, 
a lack of these movements will impact chil-
dren throughout life and learning.4 Nature 
has a variety of heights, levels, terrain and 
space for a child to set their own challenge 
and it is constantly changing. Research has 
shown that children who play regularly in 
natural environments show more advanced 
motor fitness, including coordination, 
balance and agility, and they are sick less 
often.5

a The researchers in this study reflected on the occasional difficulty of classifying “structured” and “unstructured” events in this field. “The 
broad, standardized definitions of structured and less-structured time adopted in this study (e.g., Meeks and Mauldin, 1990) ignore differences 
in the degree of independence that children experience within and across activities. In the present study, trips to museums, libraries, and 
sporting events are each classified as less-structured, but may vary in relative structure…Similarly, although any activity within the category 
of “media and screen time” counts as less-structured time, this category includes activities that range from passive movie-watching to self-
directed internet searches to more structured video games.”

Nature’s Playground
How can a natural environment 

support fundamental movement?

Uneven terrain to master 

Hills to roll down

Slopes to climb up

Space for rough and tumble

Logs to jump from
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Gross motor development is a key part of children’s development in the early years. Children 
learn to control their bodies from the center outwards, and from the top downwards. In 
other words, babies build up their neck muscles so they can hold up their heads, then the 
trunk muscles so they can sit, and finally the whole body control and balance required for 
walking. This development generally follows predictable patterns that parents and pediatri-
cians alike can observe. Children benefit from varied opportunities to test themselves and 
develop these skills, from the early days of “tummy time” to wide open spaces safe to take a 
few tumbles when learning to run.

What many of us take for granted in our every day movements are actually fascinating 
interplays between our brains and our bodies, a dance between conscious and unconscious 
decisions and coordination. Proprioception tells us where our bodies are in space without 
having to look. It tells us where our bodies end and the external environment begins even 
when it can’t be seen, giving us the ability to be safe in the space around us and develop good 
coordination of the body - for example, walking up the stairs without looking at each step. 
Children develop the proprioceptor sense through movements such as running, jumping, 
climbing, crawling and hanging. Our vestibular system includes the parts of the inner ear and 
brain that help control balance and eye movements. Furthermore, it contributes to spatial 
awareness, emotional development and sensory system, which is vital for later learning. It 
is the way we process the sensation of gravity flowing through our nervous system and this 
helps provide a reference of all other sensory experiences.6 The vestibular system is devel-
oped through sliding, swaying, spinning, swinging and rocking. We sometimes wonder why 
children just love to spin endlessly and yet don’t seem to get dizzy the way we adults would, 
they are actually developing their vestibular sense. The ability to sit totally still is one of the 
most advanced of all movement activities and is not possible until the vestibular system is 
well developed which can take up to seven years. 

Building core strength is like building a strong foundation for children. Core strength is the 
development of the torso muscles that stabilize, align, and move the trunk of the body. Poor 
core strength can cause poor posture which can also affect gross motor and fine motor skills. 
The best way to develop core strength is through good old-fashioned outdoor play! Children 
need daily opportunities to run, jump, climb, crawl and explore in an unstructured envi-
ronment. How many of us as adults are now trying to strengthen our core muscles through 
Pilates or yoga as we are suffering back or neck challenges?

Children with poor core strength will tend to slump with shoulders rolled forward while 
seated, have poor endurance, and may exhibit poor balance. Core strength development 
starts as an infant. When an infant has an opportunity to lie on his tummy, he learns to lift 
his head which helps to strengthen the neck and upper back muscles. This will help the infant 
to begin supporting the weight of his own head and to be able to look around in response to 
sounds. It will also prepare the infant for such developmental milestones such as crawling, 
rolling over and sitting up independently. 

Academic Skills

There is an international interest in understanding the link between physical activity and 
academic impacts for children. A recent review of 26 previous studies looking at the impact 
of physical activity on academic performance found that children who get extra physical 
activity in school do better in reading and mathematics. The study, published in the journal 



Pediatrics, involved more than 10,00 children between the ages of 4 and 13. It found that phys-
ical activity, especially physical education, improves behavior in classrooms and is a boost to 
academic achievement, especially mathematic related skills and reading.7 Psychologist Leon 
Kamin envisioned that play would “help with behavioral issues in the classroom, because if 
children are able to move, they are not going to have so much excess energy. They are going 
to be able to focus and it is going to solve a lot of the sort of interpersonal issues that arise.”8 
Following a daily movement program can improve children’s physical development levels and 
has the potential to boost their chances in the classroom. Research in the United Kingdom 
with two schools and more than 40 Foundation Stage children (age 4-5) in a yearlong study.9 
They found that those who took part in a daily movement program for one academic year 
showed greater improvements in throwing/catching, balance and manual dexterity compared 
to those not taking part in the programme. The participating children also improved their 
overall levels of physical development from the 32nd percentile to the 50th percentile (an 
improvement of approximately 18 percentile points). A 15-year longitudinal study in China 
concluded “physical activity is positively associated with cognitive function and academic 
performance in early life.”10 

Reading and Writing

The development of vision is also dependent upon moving; vision does not develop properly 
and fully unless the body is moved in a rich three-dimensional environment. Children need 
a complex visual environment to move through and they need to move through this with 
intent and purpose. This applies to learning to read. You need to move your eyes and stare 
and then move and stare and move and stare. This is very complex for the eyes to manage 
and it takes years to develop. It is simple things like running through a complex environment 
with other children or climbing up and down something that gives the brain the information 
to strengthen connections. 

The link between play and gross motor skills is somewhat obvious, but there is a more subtle 
impact on fine motor skills, which are important for children in developing writing skills. 
Arms and fingers follow the same outdoor development as legs; at first a child will be able to 
manipulate the arm from the shoulder joint, then a child can control his hands, and finally 
he learns to use individual fingers.11 The seemingly simple task of writing, for example, is 
actually a marvel of a number of developments in tandem:

• Control of limbs and, eventually, dexterity in use of their fingers

• “Bilateral integration” in which children learn how to use both their dominant and 
non-dominant sides to achieve a goal (holding the paper with non-dominant side while 
using a writing implement with the dominant side) 

• Fine motor control and hand/wrist strength to allow for the proper grip and hold on a 
writing instrument

• Hand-eye coordination so their hands execute the ideas in their brains

Risk Taking and Resilience

We have to be careful not to hamper learning - through our instructions to sit still, don’t 
touch that, don’t climb on that. We have to be realistic about children’s ages and what they 
can do and are compelled to do. Children need to be strong learners which means being 
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confident, having freedom and time to 
explore and investigate, and make sense of 
what they experience.

Children need to learn how to manage 
the risks and challenges they encounter 
in everyday life. Early childhood expert 
Helen Tovey explains that “risk taking in 
play allows you to demonstrate your compe-
tences, it requires instant judgements about 
danger and about safety and some planning 
and foresight... being able to assess and 
manage risk is a life skill that we need for 
survival.”12 

Children who learn in their early years to make their own reasoned decisions rather than 
simply doing what they are told by others will be in a stronger position to resist the pressures 
they will inevitably face as they reach their teenage years - “children are seriously disadvan-
taged if they do not learn how to approach and manage physical and emotional risk and being 
overprotected can prevent children from learning about possible dangers and how to protect 
themselves from harm.”13 

Resilience is the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties;, an ability to bounce back. 
Developmental psychologist Ann Masten describes resilience as “Ordinary Magic,” meaning 
that in many cases a resilient outcome doesn’t come about as a result of something particu-
larly earth shattering happening, it is developed through everyday opportunities.14 We can 
teach children to judge what is safe for them at a particular moment, but we also want chil-
dren to dust themselves off and try again with the knowledge that they were hurt but are still 
all right. We as adults need to be comfortable with risk taking, comfortable with allowing 
accidents to happen so that young children can have the opportunity for perseverance, a 
sense of overcoming difficulties, emotional and physical. Adults need to stand back, watch 
and wait even when a child tumbles. Adults should model risk-taking while problem solving 
and thinking aloud

Love of Nature

In his landmark book, Last Child in the 
Woods, Richard Louv was the first to bring 
widespread attention to the alienation of 
children from the natural world, coining 
the term “Nature Deficit Disorder” (NDD) 
and outlining the benefits of a strong nature 
connection—from boosting mental acuity 
and creativity to reducing obesity and 
depression, from promoting health and wellness to simply having fun.

NDD is not a medical condition; it is a description of the human cost of alienation from nature. 
A lack of routine contact with nature may result in stunted academic and developmental 
growth. Louv says we have entered a new era of suburban sprawl that restricts outdoor play, 

“The memories made as a child stay with 
you forever, and if outdoor places are 

part of these memories, then hopefully 
children will grow up wanting to protect 

these special places for years to come”

—Helen Meech from  
Outdoors and Nature Engagement

Before you stop a child, ask 
yourself:

Is it necessary to stop?

Is it for his safety and well being or is it 
for my peace of mind? 

What will I stop him from? Trying, 
Failing or Succeeding?



in conjunction with a plugged-in culture that draws children indoors. But, as Louv presents 
in his book, the agrarian, nature-orientated existence hard-wired into human brains isn’t 
quite ready for the overstimulating environment we have carved for ourselves.15 

Play helps foster a connection to the natural world for children, which can grow into attention 
to the environment as adults – and it doesn’t take a trip to a national park to start inspiring 
them. We need to embrace being natural in our thinking, fostering opportunities every day on 
walks, etc.

Children benefit from open opportunities to engage with nature, and are most likely to 
develop their own interest in conservation if they have a chance to first fall in love with 
nature before being asked to save it.16 If adults impart knowledge and responsibility before 
children have been allowed to develop a loving relationship with the earth, then knowledge 
without love will not stick; if loves comes first, knowledge is sure to follow.17 These ideas 
are suggesting it is important to have a developmentally appropriate play based learning for 
young children out in nature that develops an awareness and interest in and about nature.18 
Developing children’s empathy with the natural world should be the main objective. Contact 
with nature can be seen as part of a “balanced diet” of childhood experiences.19 

TROUBLESHOOTING

Research tells us that outdoor learning and hands-on play have a range of positive impacts 
for children and families – and yet, it can still be difficult for children to have opportunities 
to run, jump, and play. In this section, we identify a number of commonly cited challenges 
among parents, providers, and communities working to foster opportunities for play and 
outdoor learning, and provide both light-touch and resource-intensive strategies based on 
research findings, expert guidance, and best practices in communities. We consider each 
challenge from four perspectives: 

 
Families, including the members of the immedi-
ate household in which children live as well as 
extended family members and family friends

 
Program providers, primarily referring to child 

care center and preschool personnel (both admin-
istrators and classroom professionals) as well as 

elementary school teachers

 
Policymakers, including state and local govern-

ment officials and advocacy groups

 
Community-members, comprising those living 

and working in communities, including business 
owners, medical providers, community-based 

organizations, and faith-based institutions.
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There is no time in our schedules.

Challenge: It’s not a secret that families feel time pressure, often reporting that they do 
not have enough hours in the day to do what they need to – and so play, particularly time 
outside, begins to feel like a “nice to have,” but not an option many days of the week. Teachers 
and child care providers also report a tension in finding the time to allow for unstructured 
outdoor time. Many teachers report feeling pressure from administrators to focus on more 
“academic” time, and only 8 states in 2016 required elementary schools provide daily recess.20 

Families

Free time is good for kids. Children who become overscheduled lose 
their creativity and come to depend upon adults for their timetabling and 
activities. Children must have opportunities to freely explore and develop 
confidence in their movements, allowing them time to problem solve and 
simply find their creativity when they are bored. By acknowledging and 
embracing this, creating opportunities for motion, we can foster healthy 
development – and save ourselves some frustration. Small steps add up – 
maybe you can’t find a 60-minute block of time for outdoor play, but what 
about four 15-minute blocks? Consider adding some time while you wait for 
the bus, making a quick stop at the playground near the bank, bringing your 
child along to walk the dog even though it’s quicker if they stay home with 
your partner.

Programs

The Society of Health and Physical Educators (SHAPE) recommend that all 
child development centers, elementary schools, and middle schools provide 
30 to 60 minutes per day of physical activity, which can include “recess, 
active classroom lessons, in-class physical activity breaks, and physical 
education.”21 

Children are innately driven to move; movement underpins all other 
aspects of child development. Educators’ expectations for children to sit 
still, listen and attend must be realistic – you see it in the daily classroom 
activities when we tell them not to move! Academic goals and physical 
activities aren’t at odds with each other – rather, they each have their own 
value while strengthening the impact of the other.

Start by incorporating movement into your classroom wherever you can, in 
activities and in transitions – help children channel their energy the way 
they need to, which can help with classroom management as well. Keep 
expectations realistic about how long they can sit. As a basic guide use the 
child’s age plus two additional minutes, e.g. a two-year-old may be able to 
sit still and concentrate for four minutes.



Policymakers

Of the 100 largest U.S. cities, only one ensures that all children and families 
have a park within a ten minute or less walk.22 Only 54 percent of US kids 
live within a ten minute walk to a park – start by finding out the rate in 
your city with resources from the Trust for Public Land.23 When getting to 
a park becomes a major undertaking of a family’s time or requires logistical 
arrangements – bus schedules, loading the car – it creates one more barrier 
to kids getting their recommended outdoor time. Undertake a planning 
process to evaluate your communities’ offerings and identify well-trafficked 
locations which, with some attention, could become a vibrant play space – 
consider facilities near schools, transit hubs, libraries, and grocery stores; 
these are locations where families are likely to be with their children and 
can make a quick “play stop” in the course of their errands. 

Communities

How can you build “natural thinking” into your community? Some busi-
nesses and community-based organizations may be able to bring their 
programming outside and make it easy for families to engage with their 
services while enjoying some nature. For others, it may be easier to build 
small reminders into daily life – even city streets lined with trees give 
an opportunity for nature talk. Develop and share nature “conversation 
starters” with families, hanging them in the window of your business.

City planning shapes the everyday experience of families in ways we often 
might not appreciate. Long commutes rob families of time together, partic-
ularly during daylight hours when outdoor learning is most intuitive. The 
average American commute is 27 minutes each way, and 14 million resi-
dents spent more than an hour commuting. Transit systems that keep up 
with demand, traffic planning which prioritizes both safety and efficiency, 
and workplace flexibility which creates opportunities for remote work can 
help reduce a range of work-life pressure on employees and families.24  
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We have no access to outdoor space. 

Challenge: Many kids lack access to safe, quality places to play, which creates a real barrier 
for them to enjoy these benefits – and deprives them of a childhood rite of passage we all 
cherish. For families in cities and rural areas, it can be particularly difficult to access quality 
play spaces within walking distance. Play advocacy group KaBOOM! recommends children 
have access to a park within a walking distance of 0.5 miles. In many instances, this is not 
realistic - consider suburbs without sidewalks; rural areas with large distances to travel; 
and cities with a shortage of open space or adequate transportation. Child care centers and 
schools may not have open space to build a playground or an open field for free play.

Families

Explore your neighborhood on foot with your child – and allow them 
to do so on their own as they get older. Viable playspaces and play-
grounds may not always be included in what your mapping app shows 
you – for example, some schools allow public use of their playground 
equipment but would not show up on your phone as a park space. 
Walking to familiarize yourself with the neighborhood, and explore 
it through your child’s eyes, is itself an opportunity for exercise and 
exploration.

Programs

Outdoor

If your program does have playspace, could it be made available 
to families after standard hours, and to others in the community? 
What would you need to have in place to feel comfortable with the 
arrangement – volunteer monitors, partnership with the city? Speak 
with your city’s parks and recreation department regarding opportu-
nities to formalize and publicize this partnership, especially if your 
facility is usually closed in the summer and equipment is not being 
used. For inspiration, we recommend exploring the projects the 
Early Childhood Health Outdoors initiative at the National Wildlife 
Federation for examples of this work in action.25 

Any outdoor facility, no matter how small, is an opportunity to broaden 
horizons. Be creative when working with what you have got, consider 
how you can help children climb, balance off the ground, spin, swing, 
jump and roll. Bring nature to your outdoor area, e.g. by creating a 
“mud kitchen” for creative, messy outdoor play which doesn’t require 
wide open fields. Mud kitchens do not need to be fancy and do not 
cost much. The most important part of a mud kitchen is that they 
are made with the children who will be using them. The kitchen 
needs an easy accessible supply of basic materials: walls, fences or 
other vertical surfaces to allow for hanging utensils and pots; a water 
supply, which does not have to be nearby, as children love to fill, and 
transport containers to the kitchen; a variety of collecting containers, 
utensils, and a work surface; gravel, pebbles, dirt, and grass; and an 
area for washing everything up.26 Other programs have had success 



developing “learning gardens” which allows kids to get outside, get 
dirty, and develop a healthy connection to where their food comes 
from.27

Indoor

Have an indoor movement area where children can move freely, espe-
cially at low level. Tummy time for babies is important but crawling 
activities are also vital for older children to build muscles and develop 
links between the body and the brain. Create opportunities for children 
to move freely in a range of ways, e.g. through dance, and role play. Try 
to create an environment where children are not inhibited by educators 
telling them to stop doing what they are doing.

Provide open ended fine motor resources that allow the child to set 
their own challenges rather than a pre-decided outcome. E.g., rather 
than plastic lacing cards with pre-cut holes, use open-weave materials, 
such as mesh bags where they can make their own shapes as they 
thread.

How can you best utilize the indoor facilities you do have? A gymna-
sium, cafeteria, or multi-purpose room can all help to create some room 
to runaround, particularly if your families would prefer children not be 
outside in unpleasant weather.

Policymakers

Undertake a play space mapping process as part of broader commit-
ments to walkable living and family life. KaBOOM! has guidance on 
community mapping efforts.28 Work with your community to under-
stand where parks are missing and any interim measures you can incor-
porate. Sponsor a partnership program with schools and businesses. 
The National League of Cities provides a Municipal Action Guide which 
offers concrete steps government and community leaders can take to 
begin improving access to outdoor space.29 

Communities

Businesses and community-based organizations can help develop 
temporary and permanent opportunities for play. Consider parklets. 
Can your restaurant afford to turn your outdoor seating into community 
seating, even if just during “off-peak” hours and market the opportuni-
ties? Sidewalk chalk and Astroturf can go a long way! Can you block off 
your parking lot for outdoor events? If you are based in a commercial 
district, working with other businesses or your Chamber of Commerce 
to close down the street for a day of sidewalk sales and outdoor play. 
Supporting outdoor play can benefit local residents and also serve as an 
investment in your business. 
Not sure how to get involved? Learn from organizations already leading 
in this area. The National League of Cities Children & Nature Network 
has an interactive map of communities worldwide working to expand 
access to nature for children as well as a resource guide to help all 
community stakeholders find a way to contribute.30 
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I am afraid our children will get injured, or our environment feels unsafe.

Challenge: No parent wants their child to get injured in the pursuit of fun – and the fear can 
be even worse when you are responsible for someone else’s child! While child care centers, 
governments, and community programs can take reasonable steps to minimize the risk of 
harm, we can often stunt children’s creativity and ability to gauge risk by stepping in too 
soon or limiting opportunities.

Sometimes, the fear isn’t about falling off the monkey bars – it’s about safety in neighbor-
hoods in which families live and play, or about dangerous traffic conditions getting to a play 
space.

Families

Create a safe space for big play, as much as possible. All young children 
will have days where they are climbing on the furniture, but having a 
designated space for more physical activities can help to redirect them 
into less risky activities. Provide opportunities for children to move 
in a range of ways both indoors and outdoors - jumping or hopping 
across carpet squares or walking on pillows, using large cardboard 
boxes to crawl in and out of and climb over, and building dens using 
blankets and scarves. Balancing along a ribbon on the floor with their 
eyes closed, making a masking tape road to walk around, jumping on a 
large sheet of bubble wrap, making different shapes with their bodies, 
e.g. utilize a few key children’s yoga poses which might also help give 
some calming quiet time to other family members too! Build a simple 
obstacle course using cardboard boxes, or baskets, hanging scarves or 
playing with balloons.
Give children opportunities for movement that don’t involve “getting 
it wrong.” Lots of musical collections exist to help your family engage 
with motion, but many of them give specific instructions for children on 
what to do. This may help parents if they first feel “shy” about dancing 
around the living room with their children, but also give children the 
chance to design their own movement to a variety of music and to “feel” 
the movement of their bodies. 

Programs

Provide children with a challenging outdoor environment that enables 
them to build confidence and a can-do attitude. Be on hand to give 
verbal guidance and scaffold their learning to ensure that they learn 
from their mistakes and ultimately experience success. The best risk 
management processes involve the children assessing risks for them-
selves alongside an adult. E.g., if it has been raining, children would 
assess whether equipment is safe to use. Introduce new resources 
carefully and slowly. Emphasize how to use them safely and effectively. 
Less is always more! Having a team agreement on your risk policy, and 
incorporating children into the process whenever possible, is para-
mount. If you are taking children off-site for outdoor play, like a walk to 
the local playground, plan your safety protocols and “buddy system” in 
advance; communicate across all staff members; and let parents know 
your approach ahead of time.



Policymakers

There are lots of examples of how government agencies can help 
support safety in playspaces, ranging from parks departments having 
adequate resources to maintain the equipment, to strategically utilizing 
police patrols at local playgrounds. But consider the broader societal 
conditions that could keep families indoors. Are the streets around the 
park well-lit and in good condition? Can traffic calming measures be 
utilized near parks and outdoor plazas to ensure slow speeds in case 
children dart into the street? Do you have bike lanes leading to parks, 
and bike racks on site, so children can safely arrive by bike, or scooter, 
or skateboard?

Communities

If you are a business or community-based organization, find out how 
you can get involved in supporting quality park facilities and creating 
a neighborhood where families feel safe. This might include assem-
bling a volunteer team for a park cleanup, helping to fundraise for new 
facilities, ensuring your own property has well-maintained sidewalks 
and lighting. Work with your local Chamber of Commerce or Business 
Improvement District on these efforts, or more informally collaborate 
with other local organizations you know.
Consider ways to “signal” to families that you are there for them, not 
just as clients but as members of the community. Is your facility easy to 
get in and out of if one has a stroller? Are there people loitering outside 
of your business who cause problems for pedestrians?
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We struggle to balance technology with unstructured play.

Challenge: Shiny, fast, and constantly within arm’s reach – smartphones and other electronic 
media devices are a temptation for children and adults alike. Most parents know the feeling 
of a stressful day, where a child is soothed only by loud cartoon characters on the screen. 
Families and programs alike may also see the appeal of so-called educational programs and 
apps in an increasingly STEM-focused (science, technology, engineering, and math) world. 
Families may feel guilty about their media choices but unsure how to set limits for their child 
or how to choose appropriate media.

Families

Create and teach good technology habits and stop screen time from 
becoming an obsession. Don’t reach for the tablet when the going gets 
tough and children need diversion. Remember - children need to move! 
Be aware of unrealistic expectations, as when going out for meals. Keep 
it short and use other distractions, e.g. talking to children or bringing 
a favorite toy. Don’t be fooled by the alleged advantages of educational 
apps, many of which can label themselves as educational without meeting 
any outside standards. Children learn by exploring and experiencing 
trial and error and where they can question and evaluate what they have 
found. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends no more than 
one hour of screen time per day for children aged 2 to 5 years, and recom-
mends high-quality programming.31 Keep your own technology habits in 
check, even if that means hiding your phone under your coat so you are 
not tempted to reach for your device during dinner.
In choosing technology for children, do your homework beyond just the 
description in the app store, and consider the “3 Cs” shared:32 
Content—How does this help children learn, engage, express, imagine, 
or explore?
Context—What kinds of social interactions alongside the use of the 
technology? 
Your child – “what one child needs, developmentally, at one moment in 
time”



Programs

Monitor individual children’s screen time during the program’s day. 
Co-view with children during screentime and scaffold the learning. Use 
strategies which teach self-regulation, self-calming and limit-setting.
Educate parents about early brain development and the importance of 
hands on and unstructured social play. Ask parents of children about their 
media use and help them develop a family media use plan; the AAP has 
resources that may be useful.33 For children under 18 months, discourage 
use of screentime other than video chat with family. Guide parents to 
good quality apps and help them become discerning consumers.34 

Policymakers

Policymakers often see technology, especially the prevalence of smart-
phones, as a low-cost opportunity to engage with families, whether 
through mobile-based government forms and applications or utilizing 
communication methods between parents and teachers. But kids learn 
from parental behavior, and parental smartphone obsession does not set 
a good model for growing brains. Consider the benefits of your agency 
promoting an app or web tool compared to other methods of outreach.
Use your power as conveners to understand the challenges schools, 
community-based programs, and health care providers have related to 
family technology balance.

Communities

If you have a waiting room at your office or practice, consider ways to 
shift away from digital media. Instead of having a TV playing cable news 
or cartoons on a loop, embrace low-budget strategies for creating a “liter-
acy-rich waiting room,” like including secondhand books, play materials, 
and colorful posters.35 Even if you are a facility that does not specifically 
cater to children, parents likely often have children in tow – and adding 
these materials may help make the waiting experience more pleasant for 
everyone!
Parents commonly turn to digital devices to occupy children during 
errands, but low-cost strategies can be used to help foster positive inter-
actions on site instead. Researchers have found that adding signs tailored 
to a location can foster language-rich conversations – like child-friendly 
conversation starters in supermarket, or posters in laundromats – which 
also build in a distraction for parents.36 It’s a win-win for all customers.



16

References

1 Yogman, M., Garner, A., Hutchinson, J., Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. (2018). The power of play: A pediatric role in 
enhancing development in young children. Pediatrics, 142(3). http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/142/3/
e201820580

2 White, J. (2015). Every child a mover: a practical guide to providing your children with the physical opportunities they need.  
British Association for Early Childhood Education.; Morin, A. How kids develop thinking and learning skills. Understood.
org. https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-issues/signs-symptoms/developmental-milestones/how-kids-
develop-thinking-and-learning-skills

3 Barker, J.E., Semenov, A.D., Michaelson, L., Provan, L.S., Snyder, H. R., & Munakata, Y. (2014). Less-structured time in 
children’s daily lives predicts self-directed executive functioning. Frontiers in Psychology. Retrieved from: https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00593

4 Jensen, E. (2000). Moving with the brain in mind. Thousand Oaks, CA; Corwin Press

5 Fjortof, I. (2001). The natural environment as a playground for children: The impact of outdoor play activities in Pre-pri-
mary school children. Early Childhood Education Journal, 29(2). http://www.imaginationplayground.com/images/con-
tent/3/0/3002/The-Natural-Environment-As-A-Playground-For-Children-The-Impac.pdf

6 KaBoom! Vestibular play. KaBOOM! https://kaboom.org/resources/build_playground_toolkit/accessibility/play_and_de-
velopment/sensory_play/vestibular_play

7 Alvarez-Bueno, C., Pesce, C., Cavero-Redondo, I., Sanchez-Lopez, M., Garrido-Miguel, M., Martinez-Vizcaino, V., (2017). 
Academic Achievement and Physical Activity: A Meta-analysis. Pediatrics, 140(6).

8  Kamin, L. J. (1969). Predictability, Surprise, Attention, and Conditioning. In B. A. Campbell, & R. M. Church (Eds.), Pun-
ishment Aversive Behavior (pp. 279-296). New York: Appleton- Century-Crofts.

9 Duncombe, R. (2017). Daily movement has positive impact on children’s learning. ScienceDaily.(2017, July 5). https://
www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/07/170705113307.htm

10 Zhao, G., Quan, M., Su, L., Zhang, H., Zhang, J., Zhang, J., Fang, H., Cao, Z. B., Zhu, Z., Niu, Z., Wang, R., … Chen, P. (2017). 
Effect of Physical Activity on Cognitive Development: Protocol for a 15-Year Longitudinal Follow-Up Study. BioMed re-
search international, 2017, 8568459.

11 Ramnarance, C. Fine motor milestones. Parents magazine. https://www.parents.com/baby/development/physical/
fine-motor-milestones/

12 Tovey, H. (2007). Playing outdoors, spaces and places, risk and challenge. Oxford University Press

13 Tovey, 2007.

14 Masten, A. (2015). Ordinary magic: Resilience in development. Guilford Press.

15 Louv, R. (2005). Last child in the woods. Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill.

16 White, R. (2004). Young children’s relationships with nature: Its importance to children’s development and the Earth’s 
future. White Hutchinson Leisure & Learning Group, 1–9.

17 White, 2004.

18 White, 2004.

19 Gill, T. (2014). The benefit sof children’s engagement with nature: A systematic literature review. Children, Youth, and En-
vironment, 24(2), 10. Gill, T., & Gill, T. (2014). The Benefits of Children’s Engagement with Nature: A Systematic Literature 
Review. Children, Youth and Environments, 24(2), 10. https://doi.org/10.7721/CHILYOUTENVI.24.2.0010

20 Society of Health and Physical Educators (SHAPE), American Heart Association, & Voices for Healthy Kids.. (2016). 2016 
Shape of the Nation: Status of Physical Education in the USA. SHAPE America. Retrieved from: https://www.shapeameri-
ca.org/uploads/pdfs/son/Shape-of-the-Nation-2016_web.pdf

21 Society of Health and Physical Educators (SHAPE). (2016). Guide for recess policy. SHAPE. Reston, Virginia. Retrieved 
from: https://www.shapeamerica.org/advocacy/upload/Guide-for-Recess-Policy.pdf

22 National League of Cities Children & Nature Network. (2017). Municiapl action guide. https://www.childrenandnature.
org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CCCN-Municipal-Action-Guide_webready.pdf

23 Trust for Public Land. ParkServe database. https://parkserve.tpl.org/



24 Saldiva, G. (2018). Stuck in traffic? You’re not alone. New data show American commute times are longer. NPR. https://
www.npr.org/2018/09/20/650061560/stuck-in-traffic-youre-not-alone-new-data-show-american-commute-times-are-
longer

25 National Wildlife Foundation. ECHO Stories. Retrieved from: https://www.nwf.org/ECHO/StoriesJ

26 Jan White a specialist in Early childhood outdoor provision from birth to five, has been working in collaboration with Liz 
Knowles a former environment educator and Forest School trainer. They have set up an initiative which aims to deepen 
the understanding, importance, value and range of experiences from mud play as Continuous provision and support 
practitioners to achieve this.

27 Big Green. About Learning Gardens. https://biggreen.org/

28 KaBoom! Map of play activity kit. https://media.kaboom.org/docs/documents/pdf/MoPToolkit.pdf

29 National League of Cities Children & Nature Network. (2017). Municiapl action guide. https://www.childrenandnature.
org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/CCCN-Municipal-Action-Guide_webready.pdf

30 Children & Nature Network. (2014). Community action guide: New worldwide edition. Pilot. National League of Cities 
Children & Nature Network. https://www.childrenandnature.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/WWCActGuide1.pdf

31 American Academy of Pedaitrics. (2016). Press release: American Academy of Pediatrics announces new recommen-
dations for children’s media use. https://www.aap.org/en-us/about-the-aap/aap-press-room/Pages/American-Acade-
my-of-Pediatrics-Announces-New-Recommendations-for-Childrens-Media-Use.aspx

32 Guernsey, L. & Levine , M. (2016) The Three C’s: Content, Context, and Your Child. Tap, Click, Read. https://www.tapclick-
read.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/2016.06.26_NA_TCR_3Cs.pdf

33 America Academy of Pediatrics. (2016). Family media plan. https://www.healthychildren.org/English/media/Pages/de-
fault.aspx#home

34 Consider resources available from Common Sense Media’s searchable database (https://www.commonsensemedia.org/
reviews) and Children’s Technology Review (http://reviews.childrenstech.com/ctr/home.php).

35 Reach Out and Read. Creating a literacy-rich waiting room on a budget. Retrived from: http://www.reachoutandread.org/
FileRepository/LRWRBudgetIdeas.pdf

36 Hirsh-Pasek, K. & Golinkoff,  R.M. (2015). When the supermarket becomes a classroom: Building learning communities 
beyond the school walls. Education Plus Development Blog at Brookings. Brookings Institiution. https://www.brookings.
edu/blog/education-plus-development/2015/09/01/when-the-supermarket-becomes-a-classroom-building-learning-
communities-beyond-the-school-walls/; Too Small to Fail. (2015). Too Small to Fail, Coin Laundry Association & Partners 
Launch First National Effort to Provide Early Learning Resources in Laundromats for Low Income Families. Press Release. 
Retrieved from: http://toosmall.org/news/press-releases/too-small-to-fail-coin-laundry-association-partners-launch-
first-national-effort-to-provide-early-learning-resources-in-laundromats-for-low-income-families



613 East McBee Avenue • Greenvil le , SC 29601
w: instituteforchildsuccess.org | p: 864.287.8063 

Headquartered in Greenville, South Carolina, the Institute for Child Success (ICS) is 
an independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit research and policy organization dedicated to 

the success of all young children. ICS pursues its mission by:

FOUNDED AND 
FUELED BY

The Institute for Child Success is fueled by the BlueCross BlueShield 
Foundation of South Carolina, the Mary Black Foundation, and BlueCross 

BlueShield of South Carolina, an independent licensee of the BlueCross and 
BlueShield Association.

• Proposing smart public polices, grounded in research.

• Advising governments, nonprofits, foundations, 
and other stakeholders on strategies to improve 
outcomes.

• Sharing knowledge, convening stakeholders, 
embracing solutions, and accelerating impact.

• Modeling, encouraging and cultivating catalytic, 
innovative leadership in early childhood.




