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ABSTRACT

There is a concern that children are deprived of opportunities for responding to challenges and exploring
risky situations in outdoor play. Discouraging risky play has detrimental effects on children’s development
which may hinder their functioning in school and later in life. Risky play opportunities are therefore
essential to develop children’s confidence, self-esteem, autonomy and independence, as well as their
problem solving and risk management skills. The purpose of this study was to gain knowledge of parents
and teachers’ experiences and views about risky outdoor play; what prevents or supports teachers and
parents from permitting risky outdoor play; and how the outdoor learning environment provides
opportunities for risky play. This study employed a qualitative approach and is positioned within the
interpretivist paradigm. The study consisted of preschool teachers and parents from three different early
learning centres, who shared their experiences and views of risky play. Data were generated from semi-
structured group interviews, observations of teachers and children during outdoor play and document
analysis entailing teachers’ daily planning of outdoor activities. Online semi-structured individual interview
schedules were utilised to generate data from parents. Findings indicated that both parents and teachers
perceive risky play as imperative for children’s development. Constraints affecting children’s opportunities
to participate in risky activities and the concerns thereof were outlined.

Keywords: Child/children, Early learning centre, Experiences, Outdoor play environment, Parents, Risky
play

INTRODUCTION METHOD

Literature control aims to demonstrate the Research Design
relationship between existing literature and the
findings of this research study. Data generated
from each participant during the semi-structured
interviews, outdoor observations, teachers’ daily
planning of outdoor activities and semi-structured
individual interview schedules were utilised to
compare and contradict the existing literature.

A qualitative design was adopted to conduct this
research study. An interpretivist paradigm enabled
interaction with teachers and form a clear
representation of how teachers experience and
view risky outdoor play. Moreover, the Covid-19
pandemic required and dictated that we play a
different role and adhere to certain government
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protocols. In adherence to the Covid-19 pandemic
rules and regulations regarding social distancing,
a semi-structured individual interview schedule
method was employed to generate data from
parents. This method eliminated any face-to-face
contact whilst still allowing this study to continue.
Data was only generated from Early Learning
Centres (ELCs) when South Africa moved to level
two of lockdown. During the interviews with
teachers and the observation of teachers and
children outdoors, social distancing was applied
and a face mask was worn at all times.

A research design is a strategy that provides
methods and instruments to achieve a particular
task and to provide credible results (Seabi, 2012).
Rule & John (2011) refer to a case study design as
a “systematic and in-depth investigation of a
particular instance in its context in order to
generate knowledge”. Using a case study design
enabled an in-depth understanding of the case in
participants’ natural  Settings, taking into
consideration the “complexity and context”
(Seabi, 2012:83).

Multiple case study design allows for
collaboration, to establish rapport and encourages
participants to feel that they can share their stories
(Crabtree & Miller cited in Nieuwenhuis,
2016b:82). A multiple case study design promoted
the development of an in-depth understanding
(Seabi, 2012; Rule & John, 2011) of parents and
teachers’ experiences and views of risky outdoor
play at each site. Moreover, utilising a multiple
case study design allowed the opportunity to
empbhasise real life experiences and difficulties of
permitting risky play to young children. Finally, a
multiple case study research design allowed the
researcher to gain information in understanding
parents and teachers’ risky play experiences.

Creswell (2014) describes a research design as
“plans and the procedures for research that span
the decisions from broad assumptions to detailed
methods of data collection and analysis”.
Therefore, case studies were selected to outline the
rich information gained from parents and teachers’
experiences and views of risky play.

Case studies according to Creswell (2014:43) “is
a design of inquiry found in many fields,
especially evaluation, in which the researcher
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develops an in-depth analysis of a case often a
program, event, activity, process, or one or more
individuals”. Given (2008) agrees with this
statement and further explains that case studies are
not limited to one observation.

A multiple case study design enabled the
researcher to emphasise the certainties and
difficulties of permitting risky play to young
children. The multiple case study method was
utilised to generate data through semi-structured
group interviews, observations and teachers’ daily
planning of outdoor activities, as well as semi-
structured individual interview schedules from
parents.

Participants

Purposive non-probability sampling was utilised
to choose participants, thus enabling the
researcher to select participants with specific
characteristics in understanding the phenomenon
under study (Patten & Galvan, 2019).

The main reason for selecting parents and teachers
as participants for this study is because they
provided rich, informative data (Yin, 2011),
regarding risky outdoor play in early childhood.
Predetermined criteria were used to select the
participants. This criteria for parents included,
voluntary participation, language proficient in
either English and/or Afrikaans, and presenting
diverse cultural upbringings, age, gender, race and
socioeconomic status. This criteria for teachers
included; voluntary participation, language
proficiency in either English and/or Afrikaans,
older teachers with more experience and younger
teachers with less experience.

Three ELCs were selected within the Pretoria,
Gauteng Province, South Africa region. This
included the following areas: an inner-city,
suburban and urban area. Two preschool teachers
from each of the three ELCs (six teachers in total)
and three parents from each learning centre (nine
parents in total) were selected to participate in the
study.
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RESULTS

The data and findings are linked to the theoretical
framework of this study. This study confirms
Rogoff’s (2008) three planes of analysis, which
are 1) apprenticeship, 2) guided participation and
3) participatory appropriation. The three planes of
analysis  underlie parents and teachers’
perceptions and children’s engagement in risky
play activities. This study aimed at gaining a better
understanding of both parents and teachers’
experiences and views of risky play. It became
clear that both had different but also very similar
opinions of children’s risky play. Therefore,
children’s participation in culturally risky play
activities is highly reliant on parents and teachers’
perceptions. However, there are various
constraints that both parents and teachers
experience with regards to permitting risky play at
the ELC and the home environment. These
constraints have an impact on the child’s activity
participation and in turn impacts on the other
developmental processes; guided participation
and participatory appropriation.

Society has become very risk-averse and safety
amongst others is the main concern of parents in
allowing children to engage in risky play. Parents
have made it clear that they fear for their children
to get hurt when engaging in risky play. Teachers
expressed that a lack of support from parents is the
main constraint when encouraging and permitting
risky play at the ELCs. However, both parents and
teachers are aware of the developmental
advantages and therefore try to ‘look the other
way’ or guide them as they take risks. According
to Rogoff (2008), communication and
coordination play a key role in the process of
guided participation. Therefore, it is vital that
parents and teachers facilitate and guide children
as they take risks in their play. During research
observations, it was noticed how a teacher praised
children as they were hanging from monkey bars
— in this way the teacher fulfils his/her role in
providing children with words of encouragement
and supporting them. Interactions between
teachers and children were obvious during outdoor
playtime at the three ELCs. Collaborations
between the child and teachers allow for
progression from an inexperienced risk-taking
child to an experienced risk-taking child.
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As children get more experienced in taking risks,
there is a change that occurs within the child.
Teachers highlighted the difference in children’s
risk taking at the beginning of the academic year
compared to the middle and end of the year. When
a child participates in a risky activity based on
experience, the previous participation contributes
to the current activity by being prepared for it. In
this way, the past spreads to the present and the
future.

In addition, the context is not separated from the
social activity taking place. Jones and Mistry
(2019) confirm that two imperative perceptions
regarding children’s development are emphasised
within the sociocultural theory; ( a) the
inseparability of person and context and (b)
culturally situated meaning-making as the
integration of person and context in the
developmental process”. Furthermore, Rogoff
(2008) emphasises that some parts of the risky
play activities are separated from others in the
foreground without failing to forget about the
other parts making-up the whole. A child taking a
risk in play (foreground) still includes the
environment, resources, peers, parents or teachers
(background) in the activity. Therefore, the
environment that children are exposed to plays a
vital role and contributing to their risky play
opportunities. In other words, without the
necessary outdoor resources (jungle gyms,
climbing walls, swings, slides, uneven surfaces,
scooters, bicycles, etc. which are all evident at the
ELCs), the risky activity is less likely to take
place. Children are exposed to opportunities for
taking risks because they are provided with the
necessary equipment which allows them to do so.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The theoretical framework that underpinned this
study afforded valuable insight into parents and
teachers’ experiences and views of risky play in
ELCs. Although the parents and teachers in this
study emphasised their fear for children’s safety
and teachers expressing the lack of support from
parents, the findings confirmed that both permit
and encourage risky play at the ELCs and the
home environment.
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Data generated from each participant during the
semi-structured interviews, outdoor observations,
teachers’ daily planning of outdoor activities and
semi-structured individual interview schedules
were utilised to compare and contradict the
existing literature.

Comparing similarities of existing literature with
the findings of this study

The research findings from participants were
stated in line with the three themes and sub-themes
as they arose from the analysed data.

Theme 1: Teachers and parents’ experiences and
views of risky play

Sub-theme 1: Teachers and parents’ perceptions
of risky play

Existing knowledge

Parents’ perceptions and views of risk will have an
impact on the risky play activities that children
will get to engage (Niehues et al., 2015). An
increase in adults’ perception that they need to
safeguard children from har4dm (Brussoni et al.,
2012). “The supervising adults’ risk perception in
the situation will influence how they react to the
risk-taking child, and thus their actions of
interfering, constraining, or encouraging risky
play will constitute factors that contribute to the
potential risk in the situation.” (Sandseter,
2009b:3). Both educators and parents believe that
risky play is valuable for children. McFarland &
Laird, 2018).

Findings and interpretations

Parents view risk as a necessity and they have a
positive perception of risk. This is evident when
seven parents indicated that they support their
children’s risky play participation.

The teachers mentioned that risky play is
acceptable but within boundaries. They further
explained that supervision is important to keep
children from getting hurt. Parents specified that it
is dangerous if not looked after properly.
Therefore, supervision is required. Even though
parents and teachers support children’s risk-
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taking, they fear for children’s safety when
engaged in risky play activities. A teacher
mentioned that, “l can say that we all have that
fear when they are playing outside like if they get
hurt or something ...”. The teacher furthermore
stated that: “/ am very positive about it. |
encourage it. | do not get scared or anxious when
children take risks because | know what the impact
of it is on them as a child”. The majority of
teachers and three out of the seven parents
indicated that risky play is an essential part of
early childhood because of the skills children
develop.

Sub-theme 2: Teachers and parents’ childhood
experiences of risky play

Existing knowledge

“It is possible to relate teachers’ personal attitudes
concerning risk with the value they give on risky
play and their risky play experiences” (Keles &
Yurt, 2020). “The majority of teachers indicated
that there are no changes between their childhood
plays and current child plays of children attending
their classes” (Keles & Yurt, 2020:440).

Findings and interpretations

Seven of the teachers and all parents shared how
they participated in risky play when they were
children. Only one teacher never participated in
risky play as a child and confirmed that she is the
more careful teacher. The majority of teachers
mentioned that there is not really a difference
between their risky play childhood experiences
and the implementation thereof at the various
ELCs. Whereas, parents indicated that their
childhood experiences and their children’s risky
play are very similar.

Sub-theme 3: The impact of teachers and parents’
childhood memories on children’s risky play

Existing knowledge

Parents who had experienced risky situations,
encourage their own children to participate more
in risky play activities with the aim of
concentrating on the advantages rather than being
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overprotective (Niehues et al., 2015). A
professional adult must handle serious situations
at work with a composed attitude, and experiences
to risky conditions prepare one for such work
(Kvalnes, 2017). Parents’ attitudes to risk, and the
way in which these are conveyed, are likely to
have a significant impact on their children and the
confidence with which they engage with the world
(Madge & Baker, 2007).

Findings and interpretations

Four parents mentioned that both children and
their own risky play experiences are very similar.
A parent shared that risk-taking as a child has an
impact on him as an adult. He said, “Risky play
played a big part in my upbringing, cultivating
self-confidence, building self-image and building
trust in my own abilities. | understand risk much
better, which enables me to coach and pass on risk
analysis abilities”. Parents indicated that when
children are engaged in risky situations during
childhood, it seems to prepare them for handling
risks in adulthood.

Sub-theme 4: Risky play in the past versus risky
play now

Existing knowledge

Sociologists have shown how parents have shifted
their perceptions in a way that children in modern
society are viewed as precious and requiring all
parents’ time and attention (Einboden et al., 2013).
Society’s current trend appears to be that children
most of the time participate in structured activities,
organised by parents, and this may lead to the
“domesticated” child (Prince et al., 2013:183). In
the past children used to play in natural
environments, but this has changed to children
playing at home in their outdoor gardens
Sandseter et al., 2019). Parents stated that
“nowadays mutual neighbourhood surveillance of
children is no longer practised, unlike in previous
generations” (Sandseter et al., 2019:13).

Findings and interpretations

Safety is a major concern and therefore, children
have less freedom to play in the streets. Children
are exposed to confined spaces in their gardens at
home due to safety reasons.
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Parents prevent their children from playing with
neighbourhood children in the streets as they fear
for children’s safety. A parent mentioned that
“...the world has changed and it’s a dangerous
place and we try to protect our children ...”
adding that, children “had more freedom and less
dangers involving the people around them ...”.

Theme 2: Children’s risky play and the
advantages thereof

Sub-themes 5:
environment

Risky play in the ELC

Existing knowledge

Children are exposed to risky play opportunities
and experiences when teachers have positive
attitudes and show interest and enjoyment of
physical play and the outdoor environment
(Stephenson, 2003). Environmental features for
instance “wood planks, tires, and plastic crates”
are optimised by children and should be integrated
within the ECE centres to allow children the
chances to partake in risky play (Obee et al.,
2020). Experiences with particular kinds of risk
assist children in learning how to deal with those
risks (Gill, 2007). Both children and preschool
teachers’ experiences in ECE settings are
associated with beneficial risk-taking (Cook et al.,
2019).

Findings and interpretations

All of the teachers provided examples of how
children are taking risks at the ELCs. It became
clear that all teacher participants have positive
attitudes towards children’s risky play exposure
and supporting them therein. Various apparatus is
visible at all the ELCs that provide children with
possibilities to participate in risky play. All the
teachers agreed that taking risks in play is
beneficial for children to learn certain skills and
how to handle risks. They mentioned that it is
pleasing when children master risky play activities
that were previously too challenging.

The teachers mentioned that children who engage
in risky play and get hurt, learn from the particular
experience.
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Sub-themes 6: Risky play in the home
environment

Existing knowledge

Parents feel accountable to protect their children
from getting hurt and at the same time encourage
the development of skills and abilities (Obee et al.,
2021). Parents are stuck between keeping children
safe and wanting to support them in taking risks
hence developing independence and confidence
(McFarland & Laird, 2018). Parents’ attempt to
afford children a safe outdoor environment under
adult supervision is the main aim to keep children
from getting hurt (Miller & Azar, 2019;
Morrongiello, 2018.

Findings and interpretations

Parents experience many feelings of fear and
anxiety but also feelings of proudness when they
see their children taking risks. It became clear that
all of the parents support and motivate children to
partake in risky play at home. However, fear is
prevalent in the responses of all seven parents.
Parents revealed that they do allow more risky
play, but because they are still young the children
preferable need to play under supervision.

Sub-themes 7: Advantages of risky play
engagement for children’s holistic development.

Existing knowledge

“For ‘taking risks’ we should say ‘making
mistakes’ and being able to make mistakes at a
young age is vitally important in terms of learning
and development” (Armitage, 2011:1). Play have
various instant advantages, such as fine and gross
motor development, as well as long-term
advantages, in providing children with “a sense of
morality” (Goldstein, 2012:5).

Risk-taking refers to “actions with a probability
for undesirable results or negative consequences”
and explains that the ability to evade extreme
risks, to recognise own competencies and
understand various circumstances, are imperative
for children’s development (Kleppe et al., 2017).
Exposure to risky situations in early childhood is
one of the unintentional advantages which
construct a basis to understand and deal with risks
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(Kvalnes, 2017). Risky play is beneficial for
children’s overall health, well-being and
development (Goldstein, 2012; Little & Eager,
2010; Mardell et al., 2016).

The advantage of risky play for children’s
physical development and perceptual-motor skills
and the process children gain experience in
handling dangerous activities (Brussoni et al.,
2012). Being exposed to risk-taking in play seems
to have an increase in the development of
children’s self-confidence, risk management
strategies, self-regulation skills and social
behaviour (Brussoni et al., 2015b; Sandseter &
Kennair, 2011).

Findings and interpretations

One of the main reasons why both parents and
teachers support risky play is because of the
advantages it holds for children’s development.
Teachers agreed that promoting children’s gross
motor skills are essential. Teachers emphasised
that children’s confidence was identified to be
promoted during risky play participation. When
children participate in a risky activity based on
experience, the previous participation contributes
to the current activity by being prepared for it. In
this way, the past spreads to the present and the
future. All of the parents and teachers underscored
the importance of risky play to develop various
skills, including physical, emotional, cognitive
and social.

Teachers noted that children learn from
experience. By taking risks, they learn about their
own abilities, as well as how to handle specific
risky situations in the future.

Teachers felt that skills such as: creativity, making
plans, taking risks, handling severe challenges,
planning, wider exploration, being exposed to new
experiences, taking chances, learning to break
rules and decision making and accepting
responsibility, need to be promoted during risky

play.

Theme 3: Constraints affecting children’s
opportunities to participate in risky play and the
concerns thereof
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Sub-themes 8: Constraints on children’s risky
play opportunities at the ELC

Existing knowledge

“Parents’ common concern about risky plays
specifically is the possibility of being injured.
Therefore, they expect schools and teachers to
provide safe environments for their children”
(Keles &Yurt, 2020:440). Teachers indicated that
“a lack of suitable outdoor space as the main factor
hindering children’s outdoor play” (Kalpogianni,
2019:168).  Overprotective  parents hamper
children’s healthy development when they limit
them to take risks (Kvalnes, 2017).

Findings and interpretations

The majority of teachers stated that parents’ views
and overprotective tendencies are the key reason
for restricting children’s risky play at the ELCs.
Teachers indicated that they experience parents as
the main constraint to implementing risky play at
the ELC. Understandably, parents are concerned
about their children’s safety and in the process put
a lot of pressure on the ELC. Teachers indicated
that the playground and the amount of space
available can be influential as it limits children’s
risky play opportunities.

Three teachers mentioned that parents’
overprotective mindsets limit them to implement
risky play at the various ELCs.

Sub-themes 9: Constraints on children’s risky
play opportunities at home

Existing knowledge

Children’s exposure to screen time has increased
immensely and seems to be one of the major
competitors to children’s participation in outdoor
play (Skar et al., 2016). The increase of
urbanisation and parents’ uncertainties and fears
for safety, restricts children’s freedom and
engagement to outdoor risky situations (Nature
Play South

Australia, 2017). Many children do not have the
privilege to be exposed to an outdoor environment
where they can socialise with peers (Kvalnes,
2017). Parents’ attitudes have changed in a way
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that safety and keeping children away from
hazards and harm are the main focus (Kvalnes,
2017).

Findings and interpretations

Parents belief that technology has an impact on
children’s playful activities. One parent shared
that is he encourages play to be similar to what he
has experienced as a child, limiting technology”.
Parents acknowledged that children do not get
enough opportunities to play and ride bicycles in
the streets and socialise with neighbourhood
children. Two parents mentioned that children are
living in confined spaces. It was mentioned by a
parent,

“We played outside in the streets...kids are now
confined to a small yard, with little or no trees or
garden, playparks are unsafe...”. Parents
indicated that their children like taking risks but
that it is them that prevents them. Parents’ beliefs
and attitudes impact children’s risky play

participation.

Sub-themes 10: Concerns if children do not
receive opportunities to engage in risky play
Existing knowledge

Mental or physical health problems, as well as
obesity, could become a reality if children are
restricted from taking risks in play (Brussoni et al.,
2012). Less time spend outdoors, are more likely
to have an impact on cognitive development
(Wyver, 2017).

Children who are completely removed from any
risk-taking opportunities are more likely to
develop complications such as a lack of
independence and a decline in learning, awareness
and decision-making skills (Eager & Little, 2011).
“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”
(Brussoni et al., 2012:3134). Limiting children’s
risk-taking activities are likely to result in a risk-
averse society where people do not have the
abilities to deal with daily events, as well as
children exploring more dangerous activities in
uncontrolled ways (Sandseter, 2011).
Constructing risky play opportunities in early
childhood affords children with the necessary
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skills to identify possible risks, evaluate the
severity of that risk and problem-solving strategies
for justifying it (Brussoni et al., 2012).

Findings and interpretations

Physical problems are evident when children do
not take risks in their play. One teacher shared an
observation where a child is only interested in her
cell phone and not in any of the kinaesthetic
activities. The child does not attempt to take any
risks. Teachers emphasised the problematic effect
of non-exposure to risky play activities which
creates great concern. As for academic
performance one teacher mentioned that when
children reach higher grades, they might find it
difficult to complete tests within the given
timeframe.

It was further highlighted that children sometimes
find it challenging to choose between what is right
and wrong when taking risks in play. “Won't be
able to know that okay, wrong or right, even if |
am jumping, | must not jump too high”. When
children are not experienced, they will find it
challenging to make such decisions.

New ideas have emerged from the themes and sub-
themes after completing data generation and
analysis. Two teachers continually mentioned that
is imperative for teachers to be aware of children’s
capabilities when allowing, supporting and
encouraging risky play at the ELC. Teachers from
two ELC’s highlighted that there is a vast
difference concerning children’s skill levels and
capabilities at the beginning of the year compared
to the middle and end of the year. At the beginning
of the year when children return to school,
entering a new phase/class/age group, they are less
experienced risk-takers. As time goes by and
children are exposed to risky activities in the
outdoors, guided by the teachers, they learn how
take-on risks and in the process become more
experienced in their risky play engagement.

Teachers pointed out that there is a difference
between the various age groups parents find
themselves in. This means that the younger
generation parents were not as exposed to risk-
taking as older parents and therefore they are more
overprotective and allowing less risk-taking than
parents in the older age groups.
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All teachers felt that the Covid-19 pandemic had a
definite impact on children. They shed light on
two different aspects concerning Covid-19. Before
the pandemic, children from all age groups used to
play together on the playground and the older ones
were instructed to be careful of the younger
children, hence limiting them to do certain risky
play activities. However, this has changed due to
social distancing. During the Covid-19 pandemic
children were separated according to the various
age groups and rotating between the various areas
on the playground. As a result, the four- to five-
year-old children were less restricted to take risks
and have more freedom to explore and participate
in risky activities. Teachers mentioned that the
Covid-19 pandemic had an impact on the
development of some children. During lockdown
when ELCs were closed, some children were not
actively involved in risky play at home. This was
evident as children started returning to the ELC.

In conclusion, the attitudes of both parents and
teachers do impact their decisions to either permit
or restrict children’s risky play. This finding
corroborates with existing literature, that parents
and teachers’ attitudes and personal feelings
regarding risk taking have an effect on children’s
risky play participation (Couper, 2011; Little et
al., 2011, Little et al., 2012; Obee et al., 2021;
Stephenson, 2003).

Positive attitudes pertaining to children’s risky
play were apparent at the three ELC and therefore
risky play was permitted.
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