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”

As Early Childhood Educators our focus is not on getting a child 
'school ready', but 'life ready' - helping to equip and nurture skills and 

a strength in character that will serve them well in life. 
The early years are fundamental years - laying critical foundations for so 
much in life - relationships, attachment, self confidence, appreciating the 

environment, self care, being self and community aware, and so much more. 
It is a privilege to be able to make an impact in a child's life, and this responsibility 

is never forgotten or taken for granted.
Jennifer McQuillan, Under The Son Education (Pty) Ltd
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risky play?



What is risky play?

Definition of ‘risk’ > a situation involving possible exposure to danger.

Considering the above, when you think of ‘risk’ in play what do you think about? 

What is your initial response? 

➢ Do you immediately recoil and take a step back? 

➢ Do you have a considered pause? 

➢ Do you say ‘yes please!’

Risky play is exciting and invigorating, and 

challenges the way we think about injury and 

injury prevention. Children love risky play!



What is risky play?

 What is considered risky play by one adult is not necessarily considered risky 
play by another adult. One adult might view climbing a certain tree in the 
garden too risky, and suggest their child rather play on a fallen log, and 
another adult not bat an eyelid if their child excitedly clambers up that very 
same tree.

 Much of this has to do with our upbringing and what we consider to be a risk. 
If you think of your childhood, did you jump into puddles (not knowing the 
true depth) or walk cautiously around them? Did you swim in the local river or 
did you watch from the bank as others swam? 



What is risky play?

 There is no right and wrong, we are all different. What we have experienced 
as a child is often relayed onto what we allow our own child to experience. 
Combine this with a partner’s possible differing upbringing, and this allows for 
some interesting conversations.

 Fear is often construed as a negative 
experience, to be avoided whenever possible. 

Yet, children love to play in risky ways —
ways that combine the joy of freedom with 
just the right measure of fear to produce the 
exhilarating blend known as thrill.

 With youngsters, being supervised does not 
necessarily mean being helped. Knowing a
trusted adult is close at hand often helps
a younger child be more fearless in their
exploration on large apparatus. 



What is risky play?

So when we prevent children from their own, self-chosen, thrilling play, believing 

it dangerous when in fact it is not so dangerous and has benefits that outweigh 

the dangers, and then we encourage children to specialize in a competitive 

sport, where the dangers of injury are really quite large… It’s time to possibly 

re-examine our priorities.



What is risky play?

Children are highly motivated to play in risky ways, but they are also very good 
at knowing their own capacities and avoiding risks they are not ready to take, 
either physically or emotionally. 

 Children know far better than we do what they 
are ready for, oftentimes. Animals do too! 

 When adults pressure or even encourage children 
to take risks they aren’t ready for, the result may 
be trauma, not thrill.

 There are big differences among children, even 
among those who are similar in age, size, and 
strength. Each child is unique. 

 What is thrilling for one can be traumatic for 
another. We need to be aware of this and support 
children accordingly. 



Risky play 

categories



Risky play categories

Ellen Sandseter, a professor at Queen Maud University in Trondheim, Norway, has 
identified six categories of risks that seem to attract children in their play. 

 Rapid speeds > Children swing on vines, ropes, or playground swings; slide on 
sleds, skis, skates, or playground slides; shoot down rapids on logs or boats; 
and ride bikes, skateboards, and other devices fast enough to produce the 
thrill of almost but not quite losing control.

 Dangerous tools > Depending on the culture, children play with knives, bows 
and arrows, construction tools, or other tools known to be potentially 
dangerous. There is, of course, great satisfaction in being trusted to handle 
such tools, but there is also thrill in controlling them, knowing that a mistake 
could hurt.



Risky play categories

 Dangerous elements > 
Children love to play with fire, or in and around 
bodies of water, either of which poses some danger.



Risky play categories

 Rough and tumble > 

Children chase one another around and 

fight playfully, and they typically prefer 

being in the most vulnerable position –

the one being chased or the one underneath 

in wrestling. 

For younger children a game of rough and 

tumble with a trusted adult is always 

thoroughly enjoyed. 



Risky play categories

 Disappearing/getting lost > Little children play hide and 

seek and experience the thrill of temporary, scary 

separation from their companions. Older children venture 

off, on their own, away from adults, into territories that to 

them are new and filled with imagined dangers, including 

the danger of getting lost.

 Great heights > Children climb trees and other structures to 

scary heights, from which they gain a birds-eye view of the 

world and the thrilling feeling of I did it!
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Why is risky play important in a 

developing child?

Children want – and need – some risk in their play. 

 For children an element of risk in day to day life is important. 

 They establish their own ground rules 
and boundaries from a young age, with 
some grasping more risky play and 
learning earlier than others. 

 In the photo the children tackle 
a sloping driveway at quite a speed, 
whilst balancing on their bikes, and 
veering to the side at the same time,
to come to a stop.

They find it exhilarating and a thrill! 
Their confidence continues to grow. 



Why is risky play important in a 

developing child?

 For young children learning to stand and crawl is 
risky. It is an unknown, a challenge. 

 Their confidence grows as their new learning 
experiences blossoms. 

 They then start to walk, jump, stand on one leg, 
run, do cartwheels and climb. 

 This risk in trying new things brings with it 
confidence and independence.

 Children learn to negotiate their environment, 
decisions and actions.



Why is risky play important in a 

developing child?

 Children develop physical and cognitive competencies. 

 Children can be incredibly creative in this type of play. 

 It helps children develop intrinsic interests.

 Children learn how to make decisions, problem-solve, 

exert self-control, follow rules.

 Children learn how to regulate emotions, and develop and 

maintain peer relationships. 

 Risk taking in play helps children test their physical limits, 

develop their perceptual-motor capacity, and learn to avoid 

and adjust to dangerous environments and activities. 

 Risky play helps a child understand their limitations.



Why is risky play important in a 

developing child?

 Research indicates that children as young as six months proceed with caution when 
a new and potentially dangerous situation appears before them. They back up or 
gingerly feel their way forward. Already at this age they know how to assess risk.

 This kind of play helps children become emotionally and physically resilient. 

 It helps form positive, pro-active attitudes.

 It helps them learn to respond flexibly to difficult or 
changing situations in life, like this baby in a slowly 
rolling tunnel. 

 Rather than putting them in danger, it raises their 
confidence and develops their brain’s potential to 
deal with whatever life throws at them. 

 This resilience and flexibility will have lifelong 
benefits, and can actually keep them safer in the 
long run. Risky play helps develop important life skills. 
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What are the dangers of play with 

no risk?

 Injury prevention plays a key role in keeping children safe, 

but emerging research suggests that imposing too many 

restrictions on children’s outdoor risky play hinders their 

development. 

 We need to explore the relationship between child 

development, play, and conceptions of risk taking with 

the aim of considered child injury prevention. 

 Generational trends indicate children’s diminishing 

engagement in outdoor play is influenced by parental 

and societal concerns.



What are the dangers of play with 

no risk?

 Over the past 60 years we have witnessed, in many cultures, a continuous, 
gradual, but ultimately dramatic decline in children’s opportunities to play 
freely, without adult control, and especially in their opportunities to play in 
risky ways.

Why is this? 

 Increased societal concerns about child safety have heightened parental 
concerns, especially with regard to traffic dangers and child abduction by 
strangers. 

For example, in a U.K. study of 1,011 parents, 43% believed that children 
under the age of 14 years should not be allowed outside unsupervised, and 
half of those parents felt they should not be allowed outside unsupervised 
until they were 16 years of age. 



What are the dangers of play with 

no risk?

 Over the same 60 years we have also 
witnessed a continuous, gradual, but ultimately 
dramatic increase in all sorts of childhood 
mental disorders, especially emotional 
disorders. 

 There is a lack of resilience and self confidence 
in every day life. 

 Alongside this, a lack of accountability and 
responsibility oftentimes. 



What are the dangers of play with 

no risk?

 Being scared about taking on challenges or changes, 
whether socially, emotionally, physically etc. 

 Physical health issues can arise, lack of exercise, 
vitamin D and working those lungs.

 Deprivation of risky play can contribute to: 
- a reduced sense of personal control,
- a reduced ability to control emotions,
- increased social isolation,
- and reduced happiness…

all of which are associated with anxiety 
and/or depression.



What are the dangers of play with 

no risk?

 Risky play should be free play, not coerced, managed, or pushed by adults.

 We deprive children of free, risky play, ostensibly 

to protect them from danger, but in the process 

we set them up for future mental breakdowns.

 Children are designed by nature to teach 

themselves emotional resilience by playing in 

risky, emotion-inducing ways.

 In the long run, we endanger them far more by 

preventing such play than by allowing it. 

And, we deprive them of fun!
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What role does technology play 

in risky play?

 Children’s ready access to computers, electronic tablets, phones and 
televisions has contributed to an increased proportion of their leisure time 
being spent indoors.

 Although technology is exciting and opens up the 
world to a child in so many ways, it can also have 
negative consequences, closing their world in. 

 Technology helps create a sedentary child (hindering 
physical development/possibility of obesity).

 Accessing technology means a child is more insular 
in their play and is not readily communicating 
and playing with his/her peers/parents (hindering 
speech and language development, and social and 
emotional development).
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How can we support a child’s need 

for risky play?

 Remember that accidents happen

It is impossible to make a child totally safe – and accidents can sometimes teach 

children how to take care of themselves.

 Let a child make their own judgments

Let them decide whether they are capable 

of doing something, or whether they are safe.

Trust their judgment unless the consequences 

may be life-threatening.



How can we support a child’s need 

for risky play?

 Think before saying no

Your child will seek out challenging activities 

because they need to. You need to use your 

judgment and weigh up whether it is crucial to 

say no – or whether you are saying no out of habit.

 Take a common-sense approach

You can harm your child by being overcautious, 

or making them scared of situations or people.

They need to know how to keep themselves safe, 

but they need to develop the confidence to 

make their own way in the world, too.



How can we support a child’s need 

for risky play?

 Weigh up whether the benefit of challenging or scary 

play is greater than the potential for harm

Challenging play can be good for your child, so think about 

how likely they are to be hurt – and use this to help you 

decide what to do or say.

 Remember that a child is (statistically) at greater risk 

within their own home

Statistics about accidents show that children are more likely 

to be injured in their home than outside in the playground 

or at school. It is worth bearing this in mind.
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Child or teacher/adult led?

Should risky play be child or teacher/adult led? 

A good question.

 The teacher/adult provides the environment within which 

a child plays and learns. 

 The teacher/adult supervises and helps if needed, but 

does not interfere with a child’s play, as they explore, 

discover and have fun… on their own!

 The degree to which a teacher/adult helps a child in their 

play is largely age dependent, plus dependent on the 

individual child… who might have a hinderance, for 

example: a disability or special educational need that 

needs consideration.



Child or teacher/adult led?

 Even when under the supervisory eye of a parent or 

teacher, a child needs to know they have a certain 

amount of freedom in their play. 

 Not only is this physically beneficial for them but 

they gain more independence, resilience and 

dexterity in their play as they extend their play limits. 

 They grow bolder and more assertive.

 Children have to be allowed to critically think for 

themselves. 



The great 

outdoors



The great outdoors

Risky play can be inside or outside, it’s 
most often times outside, and this is 
in itself a positive. 

Why?

 Children need fresh air and 
sunshine (Vitamin D!). 

 Children need exercise. 

 Children sometimes have sensory 
issues and being barefoot (if possible) 
and outside, helps overcome this.

 When outside, children are engaging 
with, and learning about, nature, and 
so importantly, God and His creation.



The great outdoors

 Children venture outdoors to the 
challenges, wonderful learning and 
fun that can be had outside. 

Here my sons are walking along a 
stone precipice, about a metre off 
the ground. 

The one is unconcerned, and is quite 
chilled and enjoying himself, whereas 
my other son is walking ahead with 
certain trepidation. 

Children, even twins, respond to risky 
play in different ways.



The great outdoors

 Puddles are wonderful learning opportunities 
for mark making and literacy, seeing their 
reflection, watching clouds overhead, getting 
wonderfully messy, making ripples, drawing 
shapes, imaginary play and so much more.

One child is fishing and the other is drawing 
a spiral. They excitedly relayed this!

 Even when the autumn leaves are falling and 
the chill has settled upon us, children need 
to be outside playing as usual, strengthening 
their lungs, and having fun.



The great outdoors

Outdoor risky play, especially in versatile natural environments, 

is also important for:

 Developing fine and gross motor fitness and abilities.

 Environmental awareness.

 Navigation competencies.

 Promoting creativity.

 Social interaction if with 

friends.

 Critical thinking.
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Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

As teachers have you considered what element of risky play you offer your 

children? There are various things to consider. 

 Allowing risk in play does not mean an unsafe and 

non child-friendly environment. 

 What is considered risky play by one teacher/school 

parent is not necessarily considered risky play by 

another teacher/school parent. 

These are important 

things to consider. 



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 How can we risk assess our preschool and nursery school environments to 

ensure our children are safe, without taking away the necessity of risky play?

 How important is your outdoor classroom, and how do you make use of it 

every day? 



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 Safety efforts should be balanced with opportunities for child development 
through outdoor risky play.

 A different way of thinking about your space is to keep children “as safe as 
necessary,” not “as safe as possible.” This approach will help foster optimal child 
development while preserving children’s safety.

 Look at your environment. What areas of development does it cover? This is risk 
benefit assessing. 

- Is the play area flat or sloped (wonderfully for rolling and developing of leg 
muscles)? 
- Is there large playground equipment to aid gross motor development (to climb 
higher and further)? 
- Is there a sensory and messy play area (to overcome sensory issues, for 
experimenting with different materials for the first time, for science experiments 
and Maths opportunities – challenging the children further in their learning)?  



Risk benefit assessment is considering two goals alongside each other > 

The goal of protecting children from avoidable serious harm, 

and the goal of providing them with stimulating, 

adventurous play opportunities. 



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 Join in when invited into children’s play.

 Be enthusiastic about being outside (even if you 

don’t want to be outside).

 Make sure all children are included and can take 

part, in some way.

 Expect to get messy sometimes, that’s when some 

of the BEST play and learning happens!

 Reflect on what works and what does not work, 

and why. Self-evaluation is key for a teacher’s 

professional and personal development. 



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 It is paramount that your classroom is a safe and secure place, where children 

feel safe to learn to play and gain independence skills required before they 

attend school. 

 It is vital that this prepared environment is rich in opportunities for children 

to learn and explore, and to make sense of the world around them.

 Children need supervision from teachers 

at all times, but it is important that they 

know when to step in and when to sit back 

and let the child solve issues by themselves.

Here we have a baby sitting unaided in a 

ball pool by himself for the first time… 

bravely taking in this new experience. He 

feels safe in the environment as he trusts 

his calm and loving carers, which helps him 

adjust to this new experience.



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

Listed below are some common hazards found within play areas that should be 
assessed and addressed:

 Head and neck entrapment in completely and partially bound openings,

 Entanglement and protrusion (impalement) type hazards,

 Sharp points, corners, and edges,

 Toxic substances,

 Improper age appropriateness of the equipment and layout of equipment,

 Tripping hazards, and

 Lack of or improper information and warning signs.

Playground accidents will happen regardless of any attempt made to eliminate danger 
in the playground environment. Playground safety measures are not designed to limit 
play activities, creativity, or to eliminate risk. A thorough risk benefit assessment of 
your play areas can identify known hazards and other significant safety concerns 
which, if addressed, can minimize the potential for serious injuries.



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 Risk benefit assess play areas daily. Are there any hazards/dangers?

 Ensure your school health and safety procedures and policies are being 

followed (Do you have these policies and procedures in place?).

 Make sure children are dressed 

appropriately in all weathers.

 Ensure any equipment used is safe, 

and age and stage appropriate 

(eg: gardening or construction tools).



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 The risk of falling off larger play equipment is quite high, however, the risk of 
harm is minimised by ensuring that there is adequate supervision, correct 
positioning of the equipment (away from windows, or walls), no overcrowding and 
particular “rules”, set in accordance with individual children’s level of 
understanding. 

 The benefits will include children being 
able to expand their skills, as they climb 
higher, reach further, or balance for 
longer, but also experience the 
consequence of taking risks beyond 
their current ability.

 When creating a safe environment for 
children, teachers must consider their 
duty to identify and reduce/eliminate 
risk, but should also take into account 
those risks which are acceptable too. 



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 Procedures must be in place to safeguard children at all times and children should 
be guided in how to use equipment safely and how to behave well in the 
classroom. For example, children should not run around whilst handling scissors or 
sharp tools, although they may use them with care at the designated place set 
aside for them. 

 Here we have older children role modelling safe button play for younger children, 
a potential choking risk thwarted with teacher supervision and mixed age play. 



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 Encourage children to try new activities and to judge risks for themselves… 

Always respect children’s efforts and ideas, so they feel safe to take a risk 

with a new idea.

 Children need to be given the opportunity to assess their own abilities. Are 

the branches strong enough so that I can climb higher? Can I jump from the 

swing into the sand pit? Can I climb the ladder to the tall slide? Can I balance 

unaided on this trapezium beam?

 Play is full of such choices, but when it 

is sanitized and nearly devoid of risk, 

as happens so often today, children 

become disinterested, and essential 

skills are not encouraged and nurtured.



Ensuring a safe school environment that 

includes risky play

 By being actively involved in the children’s risky play experiences, teachers 

have a chance to ensure the children in their care have happy, worthwhile 

and meaningful experiences, which will enhance their developing skills whilst 

having fun together. 

 Supervision of children is key for ensuring 

safety, but balance this with allowing for 

opportunities to explore and discover 

independently with materials that you 

provide.

 They learn boundaries in a safe, secure 

environment where they can be supported 

directly or indirectly by teachers.



Risky play 

is worth 

the risk



Risky play is worth the risk

 Risk allows children to push themselves to the limits of their capabilities and 

allows them space to progress. 

 It also allows children to feel in control of their actions, learning and play.



Risky play is worth the risk

 If children are engaging in risky play as they grow and develop, viewing their 
environment as an exciting and unpredictable area of exploration and 
discovery, this enthusiasm for adventure and challenge will follow them 
through school and into adulthood. 

 They might be a budding entrepreneur in the making, who is not afraid 
of risk-taking in life and business, as they have experienced it growing up. 

 They will know that sometimes they might fail and other times they 
will succeed, but the learning involved makes the journey of risk taking, 
worthwhile.

Let children explore. Let children discover. 
Let children partake in risky play!



Thank you Lord

 It is so important that we allow young children the opportunity 
and the challenge of engaging in risky play because they learn 
so much as we have discovered today… critical thinking, being 
bold, and becoming more independent. 

 As believers, we have the Lord. It’s so important that we encourage 
active praying every day with our children. We pray for wisdom and 
for discernment in decisions involving risk that we take every day.

Prayer is powerful. 

 We have an all-knowing and all-powerful God, who, even amidst 
immense uncertainty, is in control. What a blessing!

What an honour to know Him.



“

”

I take my role as a childcare provider incredibly seriously. The responsibility of caring for 
children is huge. My wish for our little ones is that their childhood memories are ones 

of discovery, learning and joy, where they learn about compassion, sharing, being loving, kind 
and responsible, thinking of others and being of strong and sound character, learning through 

play (child led and teacher facilitated). That they come to know Jesus, our Saviour. We 
encourage out-of-the-box thinking, independence, being creative, and social and emotional 

development - instilling important life skills. I love my job and am humbled by the enormity of 
the role we play in the lives of our families, community and team.

Jennifer McQuillan, Under The Son Education (Pty) Ltd

www.undertheson.co.za . www.facebook.com/UnderTheSonECDTraining

Tel: 072 1644 939 . Email: underthesoneducation@gmail.com
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