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“Almon makes a compelling case for the need to restore elements of adventure and risk-taking in our children’s lives.
She explores how our children’s play experiences are falling short, where we can look for inspiration, and why
adventurous play is not nearly as ‘dangerous’ as we may have been led to believe. In fact, adventure is one of the key
components of giving all children the childhood they deserve. Anyone who cares about our children’s futures must
read this eye-opening guide.”

— Darell Hammond, Founder and CEO, KaBOOM! and author of The New York Times best seller
KaBOOM! A Movement to Save Play

“A compelling case for the role of risk to develop competence, confidence and creativity. I hope this guide
to risk in play becomes a jack knife in every pocket.”

— Elizabeth Goodenough, Lecturer, University of Michigan and editor of A Place for Play and
Where Do the Children Play?

“Joan Almon thoughtfully and insightfully discusses the kind of risks we must allow children to take if they are to find
adventure in their lives. Her booklet will provide strong support to all adults who want children to become confident,
courageous, and happy individuals. I hope it is read very widely indeed.”

— William Crain, Professor of Psychology, The City College of New York, and author of Reclaiming Childhood:
Letting Children Be Children in Our Achievement-Oriented Society

Adventure
THE VALUE OF RISK IN CHILDREN’S PLAY

www.allianceforchildhood.org

$12.95



by Joan Almon

Alliance for Childhood

Adventure
THE VALUE OF RISK IN CHILDREN’S PLAY



2 ADVENTURE — THE IMPORTANCE OF RISK IN CHILDREN’S PLAY

Contents

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

Chapter 1. Restoring Active Play to Childhood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

Chapter 2. Understanding Risk and Its Role in Play . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

Chapter 3. Lessons about Risk from Adventure Playgrounds . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

Chapter 4. Injury Rates Relatively Low for Adventure Playgrounds . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

Chapter 5. Managing Risk . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25

Chapter 6. Next Steps . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

Endnotes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35

Copyright 2013 by the Alliance for Childhood.
All rights reserved.

Alliance for Childhood
P.O. Box 5758
Annapolis, MD 21403
202-643-8242
www.allianceforchildhood.org

©
photosearch.com



ADVENTURE — THE IMPORTANCE OF RISK IN CHILDREN’S PLAY 3

Risk has become a four-letter word in the U.S.—
something to protect children from at all costs.
Yet children throughout the ages played freely in

the outdoors with their peers, usually without adult
supervision once they reached a certain age. They took
on as much adventure as they felt ready for. Injuries
occurred, but when we have asked adults to review their
play memories, they can think of few children they knew
who suffered any serious harm. Bumps and bruises, yes,
and even an occasional broken arm or leg, but rarely
anything worse than that. And while no one wants to see
a child injured, the benefits of experiencing risk need to
be weighed against the harm done by never learning to
cope with it. The latter can be truly dangerous.

Facing risk helps children assess the world around
them and their place in it. Children love to see how high
they can climb on a ladder, a tree, or a jungle gym. Over
time they see their abilities grow, and they become ever
more confident about stretching their boundaries and
taking appropriate chances. They also learn about their
limits and the consequences of going too far beyond their
limits. As they grow older they apply these lessons in a
variety of real life situations.

It is time to rethink risk and see its benefits as well as
its difficulties. Not long ago, after all, “play” was also
viewed as a four-letter word and widely disparaged. Then
articles began to appear in major newspapers and maga-
zines; films featuring play were aired on public television,
and public opinion began to shift.2 Contributing to the
change in outlook about play are the many recent studies
documenting the value of play. The European Early
Childhood Education Research Journal began a recent
editorial with these words: “The proliferation of the
number of studies on play in the past decade is remark-
able and an interesting cultural phenomenon by itself.” It

goes on to say, “The various benefits of play for children
are beyond doubt, which is supported by an interesting
number of empirical studies.”3

Despite so much attention to play, there is still much
to be done to restore it to childhood, including in early
education. Surveys indicate that today’s children have far
less outdoor playtime than their parents did, and that the
vast majority of parents recognize this as a problem.
They want children to have greater opportunities for
play, but urban parents, in particular, express a need for
supervision of the children while they are outside
playing.4 It is vitally important that these issues be
addressed. However, it is also time to redeem “risk” and
make it an acceptable part of childhood again.

Yet allowing—and even encouraging—children to
engage in adventurous play poses a problem. How do
children learn to risk-assess if adults are always present
and doing it for them? The Alliance for Childhood found
one solution in the profession of playwork in the United
Kingdom. Playworkers understand the nature of play and
help create spaces for play. But they hold back from
directing children’s play or even intervening with it unless
it is clearly called for. Playwork is described in more
detail throughout this publication.

Any adult encouraging children’s play needs to differ-
entiate between extreme risk and reasonable risk. For
example, one would not let a three-year-old play with an
open flame, but one does teach scouts how to build
campfires in safe and secure ways. It is not fire per se that
is the danger, but a lack of understanding of its risks and
how to manage them. Likewise one would not want a
six-year-old to cross a log that is stretched over a deep
ravine. But learning to cross a log over a stream that does
not have a dangerous drop-off is a regular part of the
lives of elementary-age children who play freely in the
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To play is to risk; to risk is to play.1

— Diane Ackerman



outdoors. In other words, not all risks are the same.
Much depends on the age, experiences, and cognitive and
physical abilities of the child, as well as the potential con-
sequences of an accident.

Overall, there are reasonable risks for children of
certain ages and abilities to take, and there are more
extreme risks that can cause serious injuries and even
death. Three levels of risk are identified in Chapter Two.
As children develop skills through play, they can master
more complex challenges. But individual differences in
children’s skill development and assessment of risk
during play differ widely across chronological periods.
Fortunately, most children have an innate ability to assess
risk, as we discuss in this publication. With opportunity
to practice they become skilled in taking risks.
Opportunity to master increasingly challenging play is
essential for safety in play.

This publication is intended as an introduction to the
topic of adventurous play and risk. It is not a detailed
guide for understanding risk for every age group or
circumstance. More detailed guides on this topic are
definitely needed.

We begin, in Chapter One, with a discussion of why
it is so urgent to continue restoring active play in
children’s lives. That chapter provides the fundamental
context for understanding the essential role of risk in
play and why children need a free-ranging childhood.

In Chapter Two, we describe developmentally appro-
priate risk in play and why it is so important. Chapter
Three looks at how risk in play is handled in adventure
playgrounds, both here and abroad. Chapter Four
explores the relatively low rates of injuries associated
with adventure playgrounds, and Chapter Five looks
at basic ways to assess risk in play settings. Finally,
Chapter Six brings in the voices of children and suggests
next steps.

Throughout, we include results from a survey of play
experts and adventure-playground directors. It was com-
missioned by the Alliance for Childhood and conducted by
Halcyon Reese-Learned, Ph.D., who was Executive Direc-
tor of the Houston Adventure Play Association for three
years, beginning in 1992. The Association conducted
observational research on, and ran, three adventure play-
grounds—two on Houston public school campuses and
one at a Houston Parks and Recreation site.

Adventure playgrounds are relatively rare in the U.S.
but plentiful in other countries. It is difficult to find solid
statistics on the playgrounds, but several web sites state
that there are about 1,000 adventure playgrounds in
Europe, particularly in Scandinavia, Switzerland, France,
Germany, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.
Japan has a significant number, as well.5

Adventure playgrounds contain varying levels of risk
ranging from sand, water, and zip lines to construction
zones where children build two- and three-story huts
with hammers and nails. The greater the risk level, the
more likely the playground will be staffed by playwork-
ers. The playgrounds are primarily frequented by
children from five to 12 or 14 years of age. They are
described in some detail throughout this publication.
A delightful film showing scenes from an adventure
playground in England is available on YouTube.6

Adventure playgrounds generally foster more risk
than conventional playgrounds. They also keep some
records on accident rates, lawsuits, insurance issues, and
related matters. They provide a sort of laboratory setting
for understanding risk in children’s play.

Halcyon Reese-Learned’s research counters a
number of common myths. For example, contrary
to popular assumptions:

� Risky play—in contrast to hazardous play—
does not lead to high accident rates.

� Parks districts that have adventure playgrounds
are not beset with lawsuits.

� Parks districts that have adventure playgrounds
do not pay higher insurance rates.

We have also gathered and listed in the back resources
from the U.S. and abroad that shed light on the benefits
of risk and risk management, as well as information on
play and playwork. There are also extensive endnotes
that provide valuable resources.

We hope this publication will help professionals, par-
ents, and the broader public become more understanding
of children’s need for developmentally appropriate risk in
play—and more confident about offering them opportu-
nities for dealing with risk.
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Allowing children to experience risk in play means
allowing them to play freely and meet the world
on their own terms through play. All of this

requires that play becomes an active part of children’s
lives again. In the following chapters, we will focus
directly on the subject of risk. But here, in this chapter,
we want to first ground our entire discussion in a firm
understanding of how essential active play of all kinds is
for healthy childhood development and how threatened
it remains. Only if we’re serious about restoring active
play will we be able to also address children’s need to
learn to assess and manage developmentally appropriate
risks in play.

Experts in play widely agree that today’s children in
the U.S. have far fewer opportunities for free play than
did previous generations. This is backed up by research
by Sandra Hofferth and others.8 A combination of fac-
tors has driven play out of childhood: Children spend
long hours with electronic media each day; they engage
in many adult-organized activities; schools have reduced
or eliminated recess; and adults experience high levels of
fear regarding stranger danger and play injuries.

Fortunately, there are some recent indicators that
public opinion about play is shifting. Parents are indicat-
ing that they want their children to play more, but they
want them to have some supervision.9 A number of play
and nature organizations, health officials, city planners,
policy makers, and others have begun working together
in the U.S. Play Coalition10 and in local coalitions to
restore play. Over 500 cities recently applied for recogni-

tion as a Playful City in KaBOOM!’s Playful Cities USA
program; 217 were accepted.11 These cities are commit-
ted to creating more and better opportunities for play.
Participants in the Playful Cities range from grassroots
groups to mayors. Also, some excellent films and short
videos, books, and articles have appeared in recent years
promoting the benefits of play. See the Resources list in
this publication for a sample of materials.

There is also a renewed focus on active play as a
result of the nation’s concerns about childhood obesity.
First Lady Michelle Obama’s “Let’s Move!”12 campaigns
are important efforts in this regard.

Currently, a growing wave of attention is focusing on
the need to restore recess in elementary schools. Some
schools or districts actually have official policies against
recess, often citing the need for more class time to raise
test scores. In other cases schools have recess, but it is
withheld from individual children or classes as a punish-
ment. A 2010 review of eight recess studies by the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention concludes that:

School boards, superintendents, principals, and
teachers can feel confident that providing recess
to students on a regular basis may benefit academic
behaviors, while also facilitating social develop-
ment and contributing to overall physical activity
and its associated health benefits. There was no
evidence that time spent in recess had a negative
association with cognitive skills, attitudes, or
academic behavior.13

C H A P T E R O N E

Restoring Active Play to Childhood

It could be argued that active play is so central

to child development that it should be included

in the very definition of childhood.7

— American Academy of Pediatrics



This view was underscored by the American Academy
of Pediatrics, which issued a policy statement at the end
of 2012 called “The Crucial Role of Recess in School.”
It states:

Recess is at the heart of a vigorous debate over the
role of schools in promoting the optimal develop-
ment of the whole child. A growing trend toward
reallocating time in school to accentuate the more
academic subjects has put this important facet of a
child’s school day at risk. Recess serves
as a necessary break from the rigors of
concentrated, academic challenges in
the classroom. But equally important
is the fact that safe and well-super-
vised recess offers cognitive, social,
emotional, and physical benefits that
may not be fully appreciated when a
decision is made to diminish it. Recess
is unique from, and a complement to,
physical education—not a substitute
for it. The American Academy of Pedi-
atrics believes that recess is a crucial
and necessary component of a child’s
development and, as such, it should
not be withheld for punitive or aca-
demic reasons.14

In addition, the National Wildlife Federa-
tion is running a campaign called Ranger
Rick Restores Recess,15 and a resource sheet called “Take
a Stand on Recess” has been developed by the Providence
Children’s Museum.16 Currently, the U.S. Play Coalition
is preparing a report summarizing play research and
giving recommendations for restoring recess.17

The nature of play

Play is the way children discover themselves—starting
with their fingers and toes and gradually including their
whole body, their emotions, and their minds. In play, the
whole child is engaged. There is probably no other activ-
ity that integrates children as fully as does play.

Play is also the way children discover the world
around them. They explore, invent, and transform it to

suit their needs. Cut off play and a wide range of chil-
dren’s abilities never fully develop. Play-deprived children
fail to know themselves and the world around them with
the depth available to the playful child.

Play also serves the important purpose of showing
children that life can be fun even though it is often
rich with difficulties. Children use play to lower stress
levels and cope with life’s challenges. Children also
work hard at play. They have ideas and they go to great

lengths to carry them out—over shorter periods when
they are very young, and over days and weeks when they
are of school age.

Many people confuse play with activities run by
adults, such as sports. While sports offer some real bene-
fits for children—especially when adult-led instruction
and competition do not begin too early—it is not the
children who are setting the rules and changing them as
needed, it is the adults. In play, children work together to
change the rules to meet the situation they face, which is
a powerful social experience.

Many people also see video games as a form of play.
They point out that children are given a range of options
for interaction. That is true, but the range itself is set by
the creators of the game and not by the children. The
adults create the general story line and the choices are
created by the adults. In real play the children create the
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story line and the options are as limitless as their
imaginations.

Similarly, children create whatever dress-ups or
structures they need for their play out of the simplest
materials at hand—sticks and stones, cloths and ropes,
hammers and nails. They especially love materials
thrown away by adults for they are then very free to use
them as they see fit. They reuse the same basic play
materials for numerous scenarios, exercising endless
creativity and innovation. In contrast, sports and video
games require equipment that is purchased, often at great
expense, so children need to be careful with it. Further-
more, the equipment is specialized and has limited uses,
unlike open-ended play materials.

What then is “real play”? Basically it involves chil-
dren creating their own stories and directing their own
activities. Playworkers in the U.K., those wonderful,
quirky individuals who support children’s play without
directing or dominating it, have an interesting way of
describing play. First of all, they say it cannot be defined.
It is too vast. They liken it to love, which touches every
aspect of human life but refuses to fit into a neat defini-
tion. Play can be described, however, and they describe it
this way:

“Play is a set of behaviors that are freely chosen,
personally directed, and intrinsically motivated.”18

In other words, play ideas bubble up from within chil-
dren themselves, not to meet an external goal but to sat-
isfy their own needs. Children then choose how to play
out their ideas. They direct and change the play scenarios
as needed. The end result is usually a rich and deeply
satisfying experience.

Play is fundamental
to healthy development

Play is so fundamental to human life that it survives even
in very difficult circumstances, such as those portrayed in
an on-line “postcard” called “The Dumps, Train Tracks
and Polluted Water Where Kids Play.”19

Joe Frost, professor emeritus at the University of
Texas at Austin’s College of Education, examined

research studies that looked at accounts of play among
enslaved children, victims of war, extreme poverty, and
natural disasters. His conclusion:

Contemporary studies of natural and other man-
made disasters show that play and some forms of
work are therapeutic, helping children understand
and cope with traumatic circumstances—diminish-
ing the trauma inflicted by brutality or extreme
destitution. Children play even under the harshest
conditions, and most slave children were not excep-
tions, though after the first four or five years of
their childhood work dominated their lives.20

Likewise, a study by George Eisen, Director of the Insti-
tute for Regional and International Studies at California
Polytechnic University in Pomona, concludes from docu-
ments recording instances of children’s play during the
Holocaust that children did play in the ghettos and
concentration camps. Many of their games reflected the
gruesome realities of their lives. Play was a way of coping
with terrible realities, but it was also a way of escaping,
for however short a period, from those realities. A sur-
vivor of the Warsaw ghetto is quoted by Eisen as saying:

When I am in play, I forget my hunger. I forget that
outside are such evil Germans even existing. Early in
the morning I rush to the child care center, and I
wish that the day would never end, because when it
is getting dark, we all have to return home. In my
room it is so full of dark shadows and black fear.

A play intervention in a Romanian hospital in 2000 also
demonstrates that the fundamental urge to play survives
and can be revived even when play deprivation is
extreme. Playwork educators Fraser Brown and Sophie
Webb of Leeds Metropolitan University in England
engaged in a small-scale study that tracked what hap-
pened when playworkers began working with 16 aban-
doned children in a Romanian pediatric hospital. The
children had lived there for years. Lack of staff resulted
in the children, ages 1 to 10 years, being tied to their cots
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for most of the day. The playworkers took the children
out of their beds for a period of time each day and helped
them to play—including, in this extreme case, providing
the kind of “cuddling” playworkers decided was neces-
sary to help children prepare to play. This therapeutic
playwork project was the only change in the children’s
circumstances that occurred, yet the results were very
visible, as Brown and Webb describe:

… the children changed dramatically. Their social
interaction became more complex; physical activity
showed a distinct move from gross to fine motor
skills; the children’s understanding of the world
around them was improved; and they began to play
in highly creative ways. They no longer sat rocking,
staring vacantly into space. Instead they had become
fully engaged active human beings.21

This play intervention occurred because of the great con-
cern of the newly appointed director of the hospital.
Most of the children benefited from the intervention.
Fourteen of the 16 were later adopted or placed in foster
homes. The researchers added, however, that “sadly, the
other two were eventually transferred to a children’s
mental hospital.”22

It is inspiring to know that play can be restored even
when it’s been seriously suppressed. It is like a spring in
nature that is clogged with debris but which flows freely
once the sticks, stones, and leaves that block it are
removed. The urge to play may be blocked and seem to
have disappeared, but with effort—sometimes small and
sometimes considerable—the blockages can be removed
and the life of play begins again. This seems to be true in
adulthood, as well as in childhood, according to anec-
dotal reports from professors of play and early childhood
courses, who help their students who did not grow up
with free play to develop the capacity for it.

Children need freedom to play

Just a few decades ago, most children in the U.S. grew up
playing freely outdoors, riding their bikes, and walking
to school. Unfortunately, children have fewer and fewer
opportunities for such play, especially during their ele-
mentary school years, a time when many children used to
roam freely in their neighborhoods and play in a wide
range of ways with their friends.

In general, British children today seem to have more
freedom to play than their counterparts in the U.S. Yet a
study released there in January 2013 showed that only
25% of primary school children in England are allowed
to travel home from school alone, compared with 86%
in 1971.23

Fortunately, a movement to restore “free-range child-
hood” is growing in the U.S., sparked by Lenore Skenazy
who allowed her nine-year-old son to travel home alone
on a subway in New York City after he repeatedly
requested permission to do this. She and her husband
decided Izzy, their son, was ready, and she dropped him
off at Bloomingdale’s with a subway map, a MetroCard,
a $20 bill, and several quarters, just in case he had to
make a call. He returned to his home in Manhattan safe
and sound as she expected. A month later she wrote
about the incident in her column for The New York
Sun.24 A firestorm of media attention immediately fol-
lowed, and she was quickly dubbed “America’s worst
mom.” Later she wrote a humorous and insightful book,
Free-Range Kids, and she’s become a popular lecturer.
Her point: Know your children, give them the freedom
they can handle, and don’t let your own fears get in the
way. Lenore is sympathetic to parental fears—and readily
admits she has many herself. But she encourages parents
to become more savvy about risk assessment. And she
does so with a delightful, acerbic wit.

…a lot of parents today are really bad at assessing
risk. They see no difference between letting their
children walk to school and letting them walk
through a firing range. When they picture their kids
riding their bikes to a birthday party, they see them
dodging Mack trucks with brake problems. To let
their children play unsupervised in a park at age
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eight or ten or even thirteen seems about as respon-
sible as throwing them in the shark tank at Sea
World with their pockets full of meatballs.

Any risk is seen as too much risk. A crazy, not-to-
be-taken, see-you-on-the-local-news risk. And the
only thing these parents don’t seem to realize is that
the greatest risk of all just might be trying to raise a
child who never encounters any risks.25

Some helpful tips on free-range parenting have also
been compiled by the Appalachian Mountain Club,
which recommends:

� Turn off the TV so you don’t get an overdose
of bad news.

� Counter “worst-first” thinking with real-world
numbers.

� Let children play together without you around.

� Give children opportunities to practice
self-regulation.

� Create communities that support free-range
children.26

Health and play

In the past one often saw children outside playing and
rarely saw an obese child. Today one rarely sees children
engaged in outdoor play, in riding their bikes through
neighborhoods—even very safe ones—or walking to
school. At the same time, childhood obesity has become a
national health issue. There are a number of factors that
contribute to the obesity problem, including unhealthy
food choices and a lack of access to healthy food options,
a lack of exercise, and long hours spent sitting in front of
screens. The absence of active play outdoors needs to be
viewed as another important contributing factor.

As Joe Frost has noted, “setting aside enough time
every day for appropriate play at school, along with
healthy food choices, would be enough to shrink most
children’s expanding waistlines.”27

How big is the problem? The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention state that over the past thirty
years obesity among children ages 6 to 11 increased from
7% in 1980 to nearly 18% in 2010. Among adolescents
aged 12 to19, the number of obese children more than
tripled, from 5% to 18% during the same period.28

In 2007, the American Academy of Pediatrics issued a
policy29 calling for more play time for children and dis-
cussing the way that play enhances children’s overall
healthy development. In 2011 it revised the policy to
more fully include the play needs of children in poverty.30

In regard to obesity, the first statement notes: “In con-
trast to passive entertainment, play builds active, healthy
bodies. In fact, it has been suggested that encouraging
unstructured play may be an exceptional way to increase
physical activity levels in children, which is one impor-
tant strategy in the resolution of the obesity epidemic.”31

But improved physical health is not the only value
pediatricians see in play. Their general view is well repre-
sented by this statement: “Perhaps above all, play is a
simple joy that is a cherished part of childhood.”32
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Play stretches children’s boundaries as they explore
their world in ever deeper and wider ways. Such
stretching inevitably brings some risk. Fortunately,

children have an innate ability to assess risk. That allows
them to sense risk and either back away from it if they
feel unready to cope with it, or move forward, step by
step, as they test their skills. For instance, watch children
climb a tall step ladder and see them gauge how far they
can go. The height varies according to age, developmen-
tal level, and ability, and over time children climb higher
and higher.

The value of risk in play is frequently dismissed in the
United States with quick responses about liability and
insurance issues, as if that is the end of the subject.
But other countries have probed more deeply and have
developed more nuanced positions. In the United
Kingdom, for example, a number of national organiza-
tions that are concerned with children’s play have
grouped together to form The Play Safety Forum. The
Forum has produced a publication titled Managing Risk
in Play Provision: Implementation Guide, which they
summarize in this way:

Children need and want to take risks when they
play. Play provision aims to respond to these needs
and wishes by offering children stimulating,
challenging environments for exploring and devel-
oping their abilities. In doing this, play provision
aims to manage the level of risk so that children are
not exposed to unacceptable risks of death or
serious injury.33

In providing opportunities for play and risks, it is helpful
to identify several levels of risk. Often one is fearful that
children will take extreme risks. But they rarely do unless
they are training for an extreme sport, are egged on by
peers as in “I double dare you,” or have had too few
opportunities to develop risk-assessment skills in adven-
turous play. We recognize risk as dividing into three
basic levels.

1. Challenging activities. These look risky and
take courage to do, but they come with plenty of
safety features.

Examples: Children’s museums frequently have
tall climbing structures that are two to three
stories high in a central atrium. They are challeng-
ing but have nets all around so that a child cannot
fall out of the structure.34 For teens and adults,
bungee jumping is an example. No skills are
needed—just a brave heart and evidence that
the company handling the bungee jumps takes
safety seriously.

2. Moderate risk. Things could go wrong but generally
don’t, provided the child has experience in risk-assess-
ment, and adult oversight is appropriate to the child’s age
and abilities.

Examples: Zip lines designed for children, high
climbing equipment, and building forts or play-
houses with tools. Serious injuries can happen but
rarely do if children have a sense of their own
abilities and can risk assess.

3. Advanced/extreme risk. These activities require
much practice and advanced skills.

Risk: possibility of loss or injury; peril

— Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary,

Eleventh Edition

C H A P T E R T W O
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Examples: Parkour35 has become a popular activ-
ity during which teens and adults climb anything
on their path, leaping from one place to another
and trying not to touch the ground. When taken
to extremes, participants leap from building to
building, crossing wide divides. Other examples
include advanced leaps with skateboards, motor-
cycle stunts (think Evel Knievel) and cliff diving.
Many examples can be found on-line.36

In this publication we include risks at levels one and two,
but are primarily concerned with level two—activities
that provide children with genuine risk that they can
assess for themselves and make choices about their level
of participation. We think they are a necessary part of a
child’s development and without opportunities to prac-
tice taking calculated risks they will be ill-prepared to
meet many of the challenges life offers.

What is reassuring is that while adventurous play
brings some bumps and bruises, the rate of serious injury
seems to be surprisingly low, as we discuss in Chapter
Four regarding data about injuries. This does not mean
adults should throw out their sense of caution regarding
children. But they should examine their concerns to dif-
ferentiate appropriate concerns from inappropriate fears.
It is also important to differentiate between risks that are
visible and which children can assess for themselves and
hidden hazards, like broken or poorly designed equip-
ment, which children are not aware of. The latter need
to be detected and avoided, and that is the responsibility
of adults.

While many parents fear exposing their children to
risks, others report that it is a revelation to see that their
children have an in-born survival instinct that is an effi-
cient self-regulation system. For example, Danielle
Marshall, who works at the play advocacy organization
KaBOOM!, was struck by the careful monitoring of risk
her six-month-old baby exercised. She recalled her own
reading of the studies about the “visual cliff” by Gibson
and Walk.37 In this study, six-month-olds who could
crawl were put on a large sheet of plexiglass with a
checkerboard design underneath. As they crawled they
came to a point where the checkerboard dropped by a
foot or more, although the plexiglass stayed at the same
level. The experiment was originally designed to test
depth perception, but the researchers noticed something

more. Already at six months the babies recognized risk
and showed an innate ability to risk-assess. They noticed
the drop off and hesitated while deciding how to navigate
it. Some retreated from the drop-off while others cau-
tiously crawled forward, testing the edge to be sure they
could not fall down. Danielle Marshall commented,
“Now I’ve seen it with my own eyes. My daughter crawls
to the edge of the bed and then stops.”38

A similar observation was made by Jean Liedloff,
author of The Continuum Concept.39 In an interview
with Michael Mendizza of Touch the Future,40 she
describes her experiences with native Amazon tribes in a
thought-provoking way. A family she met

… had dug a pit to get mud to make the walls of
their house. Into the pit they had thrown branches
and sharp sticks. It had rained and was partly filled
with water. Cananasiniawana [their one-year-old
child] was taking his first, clumsy steps. He would
go to the edge of the pit and sit down and then
stand up and fall on his bottom, but he would
never fall into the pit. Whenever he fell it would be
the other way.

Puppy dogs and kittens don’t appear to be falling
somewhere on purpose, but they don’t fall into the
fire do they? They don’t fall into the pool do they?
We trust puppies and kittens not to burn themselves
up in fires but we don’t trust our own children.41

These examples raise important questions about risk.
What is this innate ability we can observe in babies and
young animals that keeps them from falling off the bed
or into the pit? What is the parent’s role in supporting
the continuing development of children’s ability to
handle risk?

A beautiful example of such support is described
by Alexandra Lopez Reitzes, a mother of two in New
York. She writes that her partner, the father of her
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children, “has scaled 50-foot rocks, paddled across the
Hudson River to New Jersey and back, whittled with
a pocket knife and used a drill press—all with our
eight-year-old son.”42

Another way to support children’s play is to simply
watch and see how they play and resolve conflict.
By doing this, one can learn a great deal about the
children, including how capable they are of handling
their own play.

Matching risks with age and
developmental stage

As children grow, they embrace risk as a natural part of
life and develop a finely tuned sense for risk assessment,
an essential skill for survival. If human beings had not
learned to master risk we would have died out as a
species long ago, given the myriad dangers of life in the
wild, as well as in many urban settings.

Children typically test their limits as they climb trees,
roll down hillsides, and run with abandon-
ment. Watch the joy of a six-year-old as he
confronts his fears of crossing the creek on a
log. He is discovering that his sense of balance
has developed to the point where he can man-
age something that was impossible a year
before. He needs such opportunities in order
to know his own ever-expanding abilities.
And he does not mind failure. Children are
prepared for bumps and scrapes, and even
a broken bone does not stop them for long.
They heal fast—generally much faster than
adults. While children need protection from
unacceptable hazards and extreme risks that
can result in serious injury or death, they need
ample opportunities to face reasonable risks
when they are young.

In general, there is a more open attitude toward risk
and adventurous play for children in the U.K. than in the
U.S. Britain’s Big Lottery Fund has spent hundreds of
millions of pounds to refurbish and build playgrounds,
including a large number of adventure playgrounds.
Its 2012 report described the balance sought between

safety and freedom in play:

The programme encouraged risky play—which gave
children the chance to engage in stimulating and
adventurous play. This was often challenging but
ultimately rewarding for children and young people,
parents and play workers. Approaches to risky play
included climbing, kayaking, rock pooling, fire play,
play in the dark, play in the mud and all-weather
play. Risky play required projects to strike a fine
balance between responsibilities to keep children
safe and giving freedom to children and young peo-
ple to assess and manage their own level of risk. As
a result parents and play workers became more
open to the prospect of allowing children to engage
in risky play activities and became more comfort-
able and confident with this approach to play. The
programme has left a legacy enabling children to
engage in play in more adventurous ways.43

In the U.S. we tend to confuse risk and hazards and try to
protect children from both. Hazards are objects which
children cannot see or be expected to avoid, while risks
are those experiences and objects that are out in the

open and obvious. Broken glass on a usually well-tended
playground is a hazard that children are not expecting to
find and don’t think to avoid. Many play injuries are
related to poorly designed or broken equipment. It is
hard for children to assess the safety of equipment. That
takes well-trained playground inspectors, who have
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special tools for measuring openings on equipment, for
instance, to make sure that head entrapment cannot
happen. But climbing high on a structure or hammering
together a play house at an adventure playground
provides risks that a child recognizes and chooses to
encounter or avoid.

An article in The New York Times science section
entitled “Can a Playground Be Too Safe?”44 featured a
very tall jungle gym in a New York playground. It also
described a study by Norwegian researchers, Ellen
Sandseter and Ellen Beate Hansen, who studied young
children at play to see what types of risky play they
gravitated to most often. They identified six categories:
1) Play with great heights; 2) Play with high speed; 3)
Play with harmful tools; 4) Play near dangerous elements
such as fire and water; 5) Rough-and-tumble play; and
6) Play where the children can disappear or get lost.45

Examples of play environments that
encourage healthy risk-taking

Adventure playgrounds—which sprang up in Europe
during and after World War II, and which can be found
in the U.S. in small numbers, as well—offer a wide range
of play opportunities that include most or all of the
above-mentioned risk-taking activities. Typically they
have water, sand, mud, zip lines, high sliding boards,
climbing structures, and forts and houses built by the
children with hammers, nails, and lumber. In European
adventure playgrounds it is common to see a fire tended
by an adult with help from school-age children. This can
seem shocking at first to an American, but guidance in
fire building was—and hopefully still is—a regular part
of being a Girl or Boy Scout.

“What we like to say is that there are no hidden risks
on the [adventure] playground,” explains Denise Brown
of the Berkeley Adventure Playground.46 “Even a young
child walking through the playground gates can look
around and tell that it’s a different type of playground,
and there are sticks and boards and nails and rocks and
things that they need to watch out for.”47

Adventure playgrounds seek a balance between safety
and freedom to play. They have guidelines and rules but

try to make them appropriate. The web site for the
Berkeley adventure playground spells out some of the
rules of the playground. They include the following:48

� The playground is designed for children seven
years old and older, however younger children
are welcome as long as they are within arm’s
reach of a participating adult. No one under 6
should use the zip line.

� Everyone must wear sturdy shoes like tennis
shoes, not flip-flops, sandals, crocs or clogs.
Stepping on a nail is a possibility and sturdy
shoes protect feet.

� Pick up the wood on the ground (which is a trip
hazard) and put it in the wood racks. If it is naily
wood put it in the red zones.

� Wear clothes that can get dirty, wet, and painted
on. Consider bringing a change of clothes for wet
or muddy days.

� Everyone needs to sign the walk-in waiver when
you come in.

� Keep your cell phone in your pocket.

� Do not help children onto the wooden seat at the
top of the trolley platform. If they cannot do it
themselves, they are not ready to ride yet.
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The last rule is worth underscoring. If an adult places a
young child in a tree, it is much harder for the child to
assess the risks of being up high. If the child has success-
fully climbed the tree on her own, then one can feel
confident that she understands the height involved and
the related risks.

Over time, children seek out more and more risks and
learn to manage their own risk-taking. Dottie Hughes of
the Huntington Beach Adventure Playground49 near Los
Angeles says, “Children search out and find risk. In this
environment, they have more control over their own risk.
On a traditional playground, where equipment is made in
a certain way, you get kids climbing outside of the tube
slide, climbing on the roof.”50

Dottie Hughes also reports that there is a definite
progression in how children approach what they perceive
as risky experiences. At the beginning of the summer, the
children typically wander around looking. They don’t
participate in some of the “scarier” play, such as rock
climbing or the mud-pit zip line. Then, one or two boys
will start to rock climb, going up, coming down, going
up a bit farther, coming down—again and again until
they reach the top. Or a child might climb part way up
the rope and then quickly drop to the ground, look
around as if saying to himself, “What have I done?”
And then he’ll try again.

When playing freely among themselves, children
discover their own levels of ability, practicing again and
again the balancing, orienting, hand-grip strength, jump-
ing, and other skills needed for active play. Emotional
elements of fear, surprise, joy in mastery, and shared
experiences contribute greatly to the experience.

A child who is determined to climb to the top of a
structure will practice over and over, carefully gauging
her position and stretching further until she does it. The
girl who wants to build a playhouse will listen carefully

while the playworker demonstrates tool safety, then
hammer away until her nails are straight and sure.
Children are remarkably capable when given a chance to
develop their skills.

The Parks District of Franklin Park, Illinois, for
example, decided to increase the free play activities in its
summer camp and other programs after a week-long
training with London-based playworker Penny Wilson.51

Playworkers work in adventure playgrounds, on
schoolyards, in parks, and other settings where they
help create playful environments and support play for
children of all ages.

During Penny’s training of the Franklin Park staff, a
group of four-year-olds were invited to spend an after-
noon in free play while the course participants observed
them. The play included dress-ups, mud play, and play
with loose parts, as well as hammering nails into a thick
board. The staff, many of whom were not used to work-
ing with such young children, were astonished at how
competent the children were and remarked on it during
the review of the session. This was especially evident in
their use of hammer and nails.52 Joe Modrich, director
of Parks and Recreation for Franklin Park, reports:
“Children handle hammers and nails at their own
comfort level. If adults are not hovering nearby, the
children do what they can do.”53

This observation brings to mind the oft-cited quote
by Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), the Russian educator and
psychologist who was a strong proponent of play. “In
play,” he noted, “a child is always above his average age,
above his daily behavior; in play, it is as though he were a
head taller than himself.”54

Children grow in confronting risk

Play which allows children to use their full abilities
almost always incorporates some risk, whether it is phys-
ical, social, or intellectual. Risk is generally thought of
only in physical terms, but it should be understood as a
vital part of every aspect of development, not just the
physical. Taking a chance that another child will accept
you as a playmate or that you can resolve a conflict
without adult intervention is a social risk.
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When playing physically, children love to interact
with the elements of earth, water, air, and fire (especially
with the usually forbidden fire). According to English
play theorist Bob Hughes, such play recalls how human
beings developed over millennia. Hughes, who is an
experienced playworker as well as an author and
researcher, calls this type of play “recapitulative play.”
He describes it as those play routines that remind us of
ancient cultures, such as using paints, masks, and body
decorations to change identity; building caves and dens;
and using weapons. He sees such play as a vital part of
human evolution.55

Bob Hughes describes a close connection between
recapitulative play and another play type—deep play.
Deep play allows the child to encounter the things he or
she most fears. It can seem very scary to the adult watch-
ing, for it is play generally full of risk. But Hughes
describes how children approach such play with surpris-
ing caution and rarely experience injuries. He says chil-
dren move through several levels of deep play.

Deep Play represents a very real journey on the part
of every child who engages in it. Whether that jour-
ney includes standing up against a bully, climbing to
a challenging height, swinging perilously close to
solid objects, confronting a phobia… In a sense
Deep Play should also be described in graduations:
Deep Play 1, Deep Play 2, 3 and 4, and so on,
because it is not the same experience over and over
again. Deep Play 1, the child’s first experience of
Deep Play, is the most challenging and can for the
first few times be equated with leaping over a
metaphorical cliff. Although the risks are still there
during later engagement… by then most children
will have begun to accumulate skills to counter-
mand these fears.

In my experience, it is very rare that children actu-
ally injure themselves when they engage in this play
type. They extend their limits gradually and are only
looking to experience a representation rather than
the reality of death or damage. When they do, it
normally means they have either been pushed by
someone, or have pushed themselves significantly
beyond their abilities. This possibility and its poten-
tial consequences should act as a serious reminder
of the impact of peer pressure (or even playworker

pressure), or the development of a culture between
children in which they move past risk and engage in
foolhardy or potentially suicidal activity of the serial
thrill-seeker.56

In all, Hughes describes 16 types of play,57 although he
says the categories are fluid and most play contains sev-
eral types merged together. He stresses the importance of
children being given a chance to engage in all types of
play. He feels this is especially important regarding deep
play, which has a close relationship to thrill-seeking. This
gives it a potentially addictive quality, which is normally
balanced by children’s interest in other play types, such
as socio-dramatic play.

It is a challenge for adults to provide children with
play opportunities that include the full range of play
types. It is especially challenging when the children’s play
awakens fears in the adults. Are the fears reasonable or
the remainders of one’s own unresolved issues?

Stephen J. Smith, a professor of education at Simon
Fraser University in British Columbia, has written a book
entitled Risk and Our Pedagogical Relation to Children.
He discusses risk in play from a parent’s perspective and
speaks of the constant sensitivity required to achieve that
balance of risk and safety. He remarks that parents can
be most helpful “if we know when our help is needed
and when it is not.” He says it is not easy but it is neces-
sary to let go of “our apprehensions, our fears, and our
unfounded sense of danger.”58

Letting go of fears becomes easier when they are
replaced with observations of children’s ability to risk-
assess. Watching how children approach playground
equipment is one way to observe their risk-assessment.
They may begin with great enthusiasm, then grow more
cautious as they sense the risks involved, and then persist
until they have mastered the equipment. This is most
easily seen if they have a chance to return to the same
playground a number of times.

By providing opportunities for play that carries some
risk with it and levels of oversight appropriate to
children’s age and abilities, caring adults can help
children develop their risk-assessment skills, just as they
help children develop a host of other essential capacities.
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Bringing risk into playgrounds

Some parks departments are recognizing children’s need
for risk. For example, one occasionally now sees zip lines
in a public playground or equipment associated with
risk. This is a change from the attitude that has domi-
nated the thinking about playgrounds for the past half
century or more. Susan Solomon, in her book American
Playgrounds: Revitalizing Community Space, notes that
“safety for its own sake” began to take over in the U.S.
with increasing regulation in part because of lawsuits and
a fear of them. Playground safety regulations were often
divorced from actual data on accidents and injuries.
They often did not relate to whether the equipment or
the activity in question had ever contributed to any
serious injuries.59

Susan Solomon also describes a visit in 1965 to U.S.
playgrounds by Marjory Gill Allen, better known as
Lady Allen of Hurtwood,60 the passionate founder of
adventure playgrounds in the U.K. Lady Allen was a
British landscape architect who was very interested in
children’s play spaces. Just after World War II she trav-
eled to Emdrup in Denmark to visit a “junk playground”
that was created during the war. It was inspired by the
work of Carl Theodor Sørensen, who had designed
playgrounds before the war but now saw that children
were not playing on them. They preferred playing amidst
the rubble of bombed out buildings. The playground at
Emdrup was full of “loose parts”—open-ended materials
that could be played with in a myriad of ways.

Lady Allen visited the playground at Emdrup and
later said, “I was completely swept off my feet by my
first visit to Emdrup playground. In a flash of under-
standing I realized that I was looking at something quite
new and full of possibilities. There was a wealth of waste
material on it and no man-made fixtures. The children
could dig, build houses, experiment with sand, water or
fire and play games of adventure and make believe.”61

She returned to London and worked hard to establish
adventure playgrounds, as she called these somewhat
quirky and messy play sites.

When Lady Allen traveled to the U.S in 1965 she
observed the playgrounds that were then being built and
was shocked by their sterility and barren landscapes. She
felt they were constructed with low maintenance upper-
most in the minds of designers and commented that they
were “an administrator’s heaven and a child’s hell...
[Americans] seem to be terrified of risk—they are dogged
by fear of insurance claims resulting from accidents in
public playgrounds. I’ve never seen anything like it!”62

The history of playgrounds in the U.S. is a complex
one. A brief but very informative picture is available in
an article by Amanda Erikson entitled “The Politics of
Playgrounds, a History.”63 For a much fuller history see
Susan Solomon’s book, American Playgrounds.64

Solomon’s web site includes ten tips for designing a
good playground and says this about “acceptable risk”:

Playgrounds need a basic level of safety. It’s hard
to talk about (who, after all, ever wants to see a
kid hurt?) but playgrounds also need a certain
level of acceptable risk. Overly safe playgrounds
inhibit kids from becoming mature adults.65

Joe Frost has made a lifelong study of play and play-
grounds.66 He has helped research playground equipment
and has given expert testimony in court cases involving
playground injuries. “Perhaps the most significant missed
opportunity for making American playgrounds safer and
developmentally appropriate,” he says, “was failure to
promote and adopt principles and practices of adventure
playgrounds.”67 Adventure playgrounds failed to gain
popularity in the United States, he adds, because of
“adults’ perceptions of their unsightly appearance,
unsubstantiated safety concerns, lack of understanding of
the value of spontaneous, creative play and games, and
lack of funding.”68

In the U.K. and other parts of Europe, adventure
playgrounds have found a more welcoming home.
Fortunately we hear of renewed interest in them in the
U.S. A short list of existing ones can be found in the
Resources section. We discuss lessons learned from
adventure playgrounds, in terms of providing play
opportunities for healthy risk-taking, in more detail in
Chapter Three.
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Adventure playgrounds provide a unique lens for
studying adventurous play and risk. They are
staffed with playworkers, and data is kept on

accidents. In contrast, adventuresome play in the woods
and fields—or in the storm sewers of New York, a popu-
lar activity in previous decades—goes largely unobserved
by adults. Such play provides rich opportunities for
children, but very few have a chance to experience it
any longer.

Joe Frost notes that even children in rural areas no
longer have access to the same rich environments for play
as in the past:

Until recently, children in the country enjoyed the
advantages of adventure playgrounds in their
everyday play lives. Traffic was rarely a danger.
There were trees to climb, dense bushes to create
hiding places and forts, woods for exploring, fires
to be made for cooking, animals to be chased,
and tree houses to be built. Raw materials for
building dens and forts were everywhere. Rivers,
creeks, and ponds were available for swimming
and fishing, and adults working in the fields and
hunting in the woods were frequently available
for advice and models. But all this changed as
country kids joined their city peers in the mass
exodus to indoor cyber worlds.70

In a 2007 interview, Frost elaborates on what constitutes
good play:

“When I was a boy in rural Arkansas recess
meant roaming through hills, woods, fields and
creeks around the school, and we went out to
play multiple times a day. Adult supervision was
minimal, kids developed terrific motor skills and
there were few or no serious injuries. We’ve
complicated something so essentially innocent
and straightforward—kids just need a safe setting
where they can become strong and resilient
and develop into thinkers, builders, creators
and explorers.”71

Children still need to be allowed to play freely on their
own and with their peers. Many of today’s adults would
have been appalled if their parents tagged along while
they played in woods, fields, and city alleys once they
reached school age. One of the best ways the Alliance for
Childhood has found to compensate for the loss of
opportunity for free play, as Joe Frost describes it above,
is through the creation of adventure playgrounds, staffed
with well-educated playworkers who provide oversight
and support but who are trained not to dictate, direct, or
dominate children’s play.

If children are no longer free to go outdoors with
friends and create their own worlds, then society needs to
offer them the best alternatives possible, and adventure
playgrounds with well-trained staff fill that need.

While the adventure playground movement began in
England in the 1940’s just after World War II, in the U.S.
the founding of adventure playgrounds did not take hold

Better a broken bone than a broken spirit.69

— Lady Allen of Hurtwood
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until the 1970’s. An American Adventure Playground
Association was formed in 1976, and by 1977 the AAPA
had identified 16 sites in the United States. Play advo-
cates say there were others scattered around the country
that were not included in that count. Slowly, however,
these play sites began to close down. Today we know of
only four public adventure playgrounds in the U.S.
Three are in California and one in the state of Washing-
ton. Their locations can be found in the Resources list in
this document.

Why did so many adventure playgrounds close and
so few open to take their place? Joe Frost, who has
watched the rise and fall of the adventure play movement
in this country, sums up the problems in this way:

The life span for most American adventure play-
grounds was short, due to concerns about junky
appearance, expansion of safety regulations, fear of
injury and liability, shortage of funding and play
leaders, and lack of support from community leaders.
Despite their strong reputation among developers,
child users, and involved parents, most disappeared
but a few model examples remain.72

Let’s take a closer look at adults’ concerns, and the
benefits these play spaces provide.

1. Unsubstantiated safety concerns and fear of
litigation. As we mention later in this publication, we
can find no evidence that adventure playgrounds are
more dangerous than conventional ones or that they lead
to a significant number of lawsuits. An important point is
that insurance companies do not charge parks depart-
ments extra for having an adventure playground. An
adventure playground is not viewed as more dangerous
than a community swimming pool, for example, and the
same liability levels of coverage apply.

2. The cost of staffing the playgrounds seems prohib-
itive. It is true that adventure playgrounds are generally
staffed with playworkers, and this is a cost not usually
associated with playgrounds. Whether a community finds
this investment worthwhile has much to do with its
understanding of play and the value of risk. Most com-
munities invest in swimming pools and lifeguards, for
they recognize the value of swimming. Why not also
invest in adventure playgrounds and playworkers? It can
be argued that they provide equal value to the children
and the community.

3. Adults find the appearance of adventure play-
grounds unsightly. When I asked Patty Donald of the
Berkeley Adventure Playground why more communities
did not establish these great play spaces for children, she
immediately answered, “NIMBY”—not in my
backyard.73 They do look messy, and I recall looking at
a photo of an adventure playground in Switzerland74

and being astonished that that neat and tidy country was
home to such a playground. It looked incredibly ram-
shackle. When I visited it a few years later, I was
delighted to find it looked just as it had in the photo—
messy but highly creative and quirky. High-rise apart-
ment buildings overlooked the site, but there was also an
adjoining park dotted with modern sculptures.

It is easy to see the messiness of an adventure play-
ground. What is harder to see are the stories, dramas,
and re-enactments that are taking place in those child-
built structures. Throughout the adventure playground,
make-believe play is taking place along with construction
play, mastery play, rough and tumble play, and other
forms that play experts find essential for a child’s overall
healthy development.75
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Seventy years of
childhood adventures

The original adventure playground, as noted earlier,
arose in Denmark during World War II. The idea was
first proposed by Carl Theodor Sørensen, a Danish
landscape architect. Its origins have been ably recounted
by Joe Frost:

[Sørensen’s] proposal was tested during the German
occupation in 1943 when he created a “junk play-
ground” in Emdrup, a housing estate on the out-
skirts of Copenhagen. Long before World War II,
indeed over centuries, children played in construc-
tion sites, garbage dumps, junk yards and wild
places, found and borrowed their own tools, built
their own dens, forts and houses, and played their
own creative games—all without the unwavering
supervision of adults. Sørensen’s dream included
trained play leaders. John Bertelsen was the first
play leader at Emdrup, enabled by architect and for-
mer seaman Dan Fink. True to Bertelson’s views, the
central idea of Sørensen’s junk playgrounds was to
make play and playgrounds the imagination of the
child—not the imagination of the architect or
builder. Children themselves, with assistance from
playleaders, later called playworkers in the UK,
would create playgrounds for themselves and
choose their own play objects and forms of play. To
modern eyes, attuned to fixed, immutable play-
grounds, dominating cyber play and endless pre-
scribed regulations, all this reverberates as romantic,
archaic, and even threatening.76

Several years ago, a National Public Radio reporter
described a similar scene at the Berkeley Adventure Play-
ground, which was created in 1979 and is still open:77

Scattered around the one-acre lot are at least 15
wooden forts of varying size—some two stories
high, others with only two walls. They’re all cov-
ered in paint, and many bear the names of the chil-
dren who had a hand in their creation: Sophie,
Bobby, Roger, Morita. There are also piles of scrap
wood, old boats, fishing-net, tires, you name it.78

The oldest existing adventure playground in the U.S. is in
Huntington Beach near Los Angeles. Joe Frost describes
it this way:

The oldest true adventure playground in the United
States opened in 1974 in Huntington Beach and was
moved to a new site in 1981. True to tradition, the
playground features such “to kill for” adventures as
a 16 feet mud slide, rafting pond with rope bridge,
tire swing, tools and scrap (donated material) for
building and outdoor showers and changing rooms.
Six “counselors” oversee these and other activities
such as overnight campouts. The playground was
named recreation program of the year by the Cali-
fornia Parks and Recreation Society.79

What stands out at adventure play sites are activities
not seen on typical playgrounds: playing on zip lines;
using hammers, nails, saws, and other tools; climbing
very high on play structures, slides, and tree houses;
tending fires with adults, rolling down hills in barrels,
and much more.

Halcyon Reese-Learned provided these descriptions
of adventure playgrounds in her report to the Alliance
for Childhood:

The California programs regularly have 150
children in the morning and the same number in
the afternoon. At the Houston program, 60 children
were enrolled in an afterschool program for the
entire school year.
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The activities that the children in Adventure Play
programs participate in may include those of more
traditional programs, such as group games, singing,
running and climbing, but many more that are
decidedly different. Instead of adult-led crafts, the
participating children conduct open-ended experi-
mentation and construction with raw and recycled
materials, using tools such as hammers, saws, hand-
held drills, and shovels. Instead of climbing on com-
mercially-made equipment, they construct and
grasp, under trained adult supervision, zip lines, and
they slide in mud pits and wade in a shallow pond
with child-made rafts. Instead of digging with plas-
tic trowels in small sandboxes, they dig with real
shovels in large and deep sand pits.

Because the Adventure Play experience for children
is usually conducted on a site with a surrounding
fence and is relatively secure from vandalism,
another distinguishing feature is that the children’s
constructions can stay for long periods of time, so
that they can add on to them day after subsequent
day. The fort with a tarp over tree branches, the
“speed chair” made from a donated office chair
spruced up with handles, the pool table with
pockets made from mosquito netting are there to
greet the children who eagerly return to their
creations each day, refining with renewed experi-
mentation, until they, not the adult (unless there is a
health or safety concern), decide it is time to move
on to something else.80

An essential part of adventure playgrounds is the abun-
dance of “loose parts” or basic materials that children
can use in multiple ways. They are described by Penny
Wilson in The Playwork Primer:

[L]oose parts refers to anything that can be moved
around, carried, rolled, lifted, piled on top of one
another, or combined to create interesting and novel
structures and experiences. Loose parts include
wood, containers, shapes, toys, animals, plants, and
so on.... Loose parts liberate the imagination and
creativity of the playing children and allow them to
master the world around them in ever-changing
ways and communicate more effectively through
their playing.81

Children love to build, and adventure playgrounds give
them a chance to do so with hammer, nails, and lumber,
often donated by local contractors. When I visited the
adventure playground Holzwurm outside Zurich,
Switzerland several years ago,82 I saw structures three
stories high built by school-age children. There were also
large tree houses. One was especially high in a tree, built
by a 16-year-old as his farewell gift to the playground.
He’d been coming there since he was six.

The children’s play houses were furnished with cast-
off furniture and even an old piano. Such structures
appear flimsy, as if the first strong wind would blow
them over, but the children test their structures as they
build and also use so many nails in building them
that the houses don’t fall down. Eventually adults cut
them down with a chain saw to make room for
more buildings.

It is not unusual to see bonfires at adventure play-
grounds, tended by the playworkers. At Glamis Adven-
ture Playground in the East End of London, for instance,
playworkers tend the fire and prepare an afternoon tea
time snack for the children. When I visited on a chilly
January day, the children began arriving after school
when it was already getting dark and stayed until 7 or 8
p.m., when the playground closed. The bonfire provided
welcome warmth, and the hot snack did too.

Another description of a European adventure play-
ground comes from Alex Gilliam, founder and director of
Public Workshop,83 a consulting group that brings the
voices of youth into the design of schools and communi-
ties. Gilliam helped dozens of teens, young designers, and
families design and build a pop-up adventure playground
in downtown Philadelphia last fall,84 after visiting an
adventure playground in Berlin called Kolle 37. Of the
Berlin playground, he reports:

Even if you just spend fifteen minutes watching
closely, you will witness children testing their
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creation for sturdiness, stability and load. Testing
in this fashion is how they learn. Sometimes their
solutions for an overly flexible bridge or a sagging
railing are not the most aesthetically pleasing or
efficient material wise, but they will keep adding,
shifting or changing until it feels safe...

Kolle 37 is a particularly amazing playground.
Between the diversity of activities on the site (a
stage, a kitchen, an art studio, a forge, a fire pit, a
teen-run bike shop, a waffle stand, a rock climbing
wall, farm animals, and a preschool playground)
and the respect (and support) that they give chil-
dren, it’s a truly remarkable place that really draws
into question how we treat children in this country.
Not only are they giving children a multiplicity of
opportunities to explore and create but some of
their simplest rules implicitly teach such important
things as teamwork, and citizenship. Most impor-
tantly, nothing is more empowering or educational
than the act of ‘doing’ and I can’t begin to tell you
how many students I encounter in my work who
have been taught to be passive—to not challenge
or wonder.85

Adventure playgrounds not only challenge children’s
physical skills, they also provide opportunities for rich
social interaction. This is especially true for children who
come regularly to a play site and have many opportuni-
ties to play together. At adventure playgrounds that
feature building, for instance, the children continually
negotiate as they create the structures they need for play.
Their conversations are rarely captured. But Lia Sutton,
who visited a number of adventure playgrounds as part
of her senior project at Hampshire College, included this
conversation on her website, “Adventure Playgrounds: A
children’s world in the city:”86

Beth calls out to Sam, “Come help me and my
friend Matt build something.” “Sure,” says Sam...

“We could build a pirate ship,” says Beth. “...Or a
house and then we could build furniture,” says
Matt. “We should build a tree house and a ladder to
climb into it,” says Sam. “...Or a post office,” says
Matt.

“Yeah! And then everyone could have mailboxes so
their mail wouldn’t get lost,” says Beth. “Yeah, and

all the houses could have numbers so they know
where to deliver the mail,” says Matt. “That would
be so cool!” says Beth. “Let’s do it.”

“Okay, so what do we need?” wonders Sam.
“Hmmm, okay Matt, you get three hammers and
some nails... I’ll get the wood,” says Beth. “Where
should we build it?” says Sam. “In the center of all
the forts and houses in the playground!” says Beth.
“Yeah, how ’bout next to Jaime and Molly’s
house?” asks Matt.

“Awesome,” says Beth.

One can imagine this play continuing over long periods
of time if the children are given a chance. Play weaves
children together into a rich social body. Such play is
beautifully described in the 1991 children’s book,
Roxaboxen,87 by Alice McLerran. It describes the play
of a group of neighborhood children who created their
own village on a scruffy bit of land up the hill from their
homes. They developed Roxaboxen over years.
McLerran’s mother was one of the children, and decades
later McLerran interviewed those who played in
Roxaboxen as children and collected their rich memories
of play into another book called The Legacy of
Roxaboxen.88 Many in the group remained connected
throughout life. McLerran comments:

I should add that not only my mother but every
Roxaboxenite I came to know was in adult life an
interesting, articulate, and good person. I can’t help
thinking that what they created together on that
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hill—the shared and independent play, the comfort-
able silences and the long conversations—had some-
thing to do with it. They could learn leadership and
cooperation; they could develop initiative and inde-
pendence and imagination. The ever-deepening
bonds of friendship taught them much about loyalty
and generosity of spirit.

I wish every child could have a Roxaboxen.89

We wish it too. But the reality is that today’s children are
rarely given the space or the time for such open-ended,
unsupervised play. A major obstacle is adult fear, which
results in limited freedom for children’s play. Adventure
playgrounds, staffed with playworkers, are a way of
compensating for what is lost. The playworkers provide a
presence that is reassuring to parents. But they hold back
from intervening in the children’s play, which is a boon
for the children. They step in only if it seems clear that a
child is likely to hurt himself or another child. Penny
Wilson describes the cape of invisibility that playworkers
wear. They give children a sense of freedom such as the

Roxaboxen children had, but at the same time the cape
can be taken off when the playworker needs to intervene.

It’s our hope that communities will begin developing
adventure playgrounds to meet the needs of children
for adventurous, child-directed play with open-ended
materials. Obstacles that are frequently suggested are
accident rates and lawsuits, but as we discuss in
Chapters Four and Five, accident rates are no greater
than on other playgrounds and are probably less, and
lawsuits have been very rare over a 30-year period. It is
true that adventure playgrounds need staffing, which is
an expense, but the gains in children’s overall health
and development more than compensate for the cost.
A combination of public and private funding should be
able to cover these costs. The final objection mentioned
is that they are unattractive. It is true that they often
look like a shanty town, but a charming child-built one.
In the end this seems like a minor problem compared
to a generation growing up without a wide range of
play opportunities.
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Most people look at adventure playgrounds, see
that they have risky play activities such as
sawing and hammering, and playing on zip

lines, and then assume the accident rate is much higher
than on conventional playgrounds. Yet data from U.S.
and U.K. adventure playgrounds support a different view.
While more thorough data would be helpful, the infor-
mation that does exist indicates that, taking comparable
numbers of children into account, there are the same or
fewer emergency-room type injuries per child on adven-
ture play sites than on conventional playgrounds. The
low accident rates are very likely related to the children’s
own growing physical prowess. As children become more
aware of their physical skills and limitations, they grow
more proficient at assessing risks for themselves.

In 2001 the highly respected National Children’s
Bureau in the U.K. was asked to “examine evidence sur-
rounding accidents, risk, perception of risk and risk man-
agement at adventure playgrounds” in three of London’s
boroughs. There were a total of 26 adventure play-
grounds in the three boroughs, and half of them partici-
pated in the study. The results of the study are available
on the web site of London Play. “Accidents, particularly
serious accidents,” the study found, “were rare at the
adventure playgrounds.”91

A Canadian study commissioned in 1976 reviewed
safety on adventure and traditional playgrounds. The
authors noted that while strict comparisons were not

possible because of a lack of systematic record-keeping,
the qualitative accounts from particular adventure
playgrounds reported that the accidents were low in
frequency and severity. One such account reads:

From July 14 to August 27, 1971, 1512 children
participated in the program at Ottawa’s Wellington
Adventure Playground. The incidence of accidents
at this playground was lower than in the traditional
playground. Children seem to be more careful when
they know that they are handling tools that are
potentially dangerous.92

This last comment is especially important. Observers of
children’s play often comment that when children are
given genuine risk they “rise to it” and exercise appropri-
ate judgment. In other words, they assess risk and make
good choices.

According to a fact sheet produced by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention,93 each year over
200,000 children age 14 and younger go to emergency
rooms for treatment of accidents on playgrounds.
Tragically, about 15 children die each year as a result of
playground injuries.

Joe Frost has given expert testimony in about 200
lawsuits brought in conjunction with injuries on tradi-
tional playgrounds. He reports that the problems are gen-
erally from “poor design and improper maintenance.”94

He also notes that he has visited adventure play sites in

C H A P T E R F O U R

Injury Rates Relatively Low for
Adventure Playgrounds

The Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (U.K.) con-
firms that the accident record of adventure playgrounds is
far better than that of other forms of [play] provision.

90

— The Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents



Europe and the U.S. many times, but he has never spoken
with anyone knowledgeable about adventure play-
grounds who thought the sites were more dangerous than
traditional playgrounds.

While reports indicate that adventure playgrounds
have a surprisingly low rate of injuries, some accidents
do occur. The Houston adventure play programs existed
in various forms (drop-in, afterschool, and in public
parks) over a period of fifteen years, from 1980 to 1995.
The Mountain Park project, a parent-child drop-in

program in operation there for four years, recorded
minor injuries. At the afterschool programs on public
school campuses, minor incidents such as tripping,
abrasions, and insect bites were fairly common, but the
program recorded in 15 years only four instances of
children needing emergency room visits. The injuries
requiring emergency treatment involved children stepping
on nails, a cut on the head, and a broken arm.95

The California adventure playgrounds report similar
low injury rates. Berkeley’s year-round drop-in program,
in operation since 1979, has not recorded injuries system-
atically. The program director, Patty Donald, reports
that there have been few emergency-room injuries, but
some injuries have occurred in the playground’s 30-plus
years. “A child hit his finger with a hammer, children
have gotten bruises, punctures, a couple of broken
arms, and one child lost two teeth from the zip line.”96

The latter happened only once. In her 2005 review of
American playgrounds, Susan Solomon wrote about

the Berkeley program:

Berkeley’s adventure playground has not been
an exception when it comes to a sound safety
record. Berkeley officials have long maintained
that the adventure playground gives the illusion
of danger while offering a safe space for personal
development.97

The mayor of Berkeley, Tom Bates, reported in 2009 that
he relished his visits to the adventure playground with his
then seven-year-old grandson. When asked about the
injury rates, he responded that he had never heard of any
serious injuries there and, in fact, had never once received
a complaint from a parent about the program. This
was, he noted, in stark contrast with the number of
complaints and lawsuits related to injuries from falls on
the sidewalks.98

When many adults think of adventurous play they
become fearful and shy away from it. Yet they enroll
their children in organized sports or transport them in
cars, even though there are many injuries associated with
these valued activities. For example, the Safe Kids Cam-
paign and the American Academy of Pediatrics report
that “More than 775,000 children ages 14 and under are
treated in hospital emergency rooms for sports-related
injuries each year.”99 Regarding car accidents, over 1,600
children under 15 years of age die each year.100

We realize that there are far fewer children playing at
adventure playgrounds than are participating in sports,
being driven in cars, or playing on conventional play-
grounds, making comparisons difficult. But the high
value of adventurous play and the need for children to
develop skills for risk assessment should outweigh the
small incidence of injuries. When people value an activity
enough they seek to minimize hazards and avoid serious
injuries—but they do accept the risks that remain, as
with organized sports or car travel, as noted above.

It’s time to develop the same attitude toward adven-
turous play with these guidelines in mind: Understand the
importance of such play for children’s overall develop-
ment; seek to avoid serious injuries; and accept the risks
of relatively minor injury that remain. As children
develop their physical skills and capacity for risk assess-
ment, it may well turn out that adventurous play with
moderate levels of risk is one of the safest and healthiest
opportunities they can engage in.
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C H A P T E R F I V E

Managing Risk

Children need and want to take risks when they play. Play
provision aims to respond to these needs and wishes by
offering children stimulating, challenging environments
for exploring and developing their abilities. In doing this,
play provision aims to manage the level of risk so that
children are not exposed to unacceptable risks of death or
serious injury.101

— The Play Safety Forum of England
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Rather than avoiding risk on playgrounds, many
play programs now talk about managing it or
even going a step further and doing risk-benefit

assessment, which includes evaluating benefits as well as
risks. The insurance industry practices risk management,
which can be useful in evaluating risk on adventure
playgrounds. Risk management is the “process of identi-
fying conditions that can cause injury or loss of assets,
then devising strategies to eliminate or control those
conditions.”102

In the insurance industry, risk management is
frequently described as having three critical parts:

1. Develop techniques to reduce hazards or other
potential exposure to loss.

2. Provide systematic risk analysis.

3. Procure and administer insurance.

What does risk management look like when applied to
adventure play programs?

Reducing hazards

The first step in risk management is to identify hazards
on the playground. A hazard, as contrasted with a risk,
has been defined as something that the child cannot be
expected to see and therefore cannot avoid. A stone or a
tree root sticking out of the ground in the middle of an
open field can be considered a hazard, because the child
expects to be able to run freely through that space and is
not looking for obstacles on which she might trip. A bolt
or screw protruding from a piece of playground equip-
ment that could poke a child is a hazard, as is a gap
where a string from a child’s jacket could get caught and
choke him.

Checking a playground regularly for hazards is a
long-established practice in supervised play areas and
adventure playgrounds are no exception. Indeed, the
fact that playworkers are on hand daily at adventure
playgrounds means the play spaces receive more frequent
safety inspections by staff than do conventional play-
grounds. This may contribute to their low levels
of serious injuries.



CHAPTER 5: Managing Risk

26 ADVENTURE — THE IMPORTANCE OF RISK IN CHILDREN’S PLAY

Risk analysis

In risk analysis, activities that are considered to be of
significant risk are reviewed for age- and developmental-
appropriateness. For instance, one common activity on
adventure play sites is fort or clubhouse building. It is
always an immensely popular activity for the children,
both girls and boys.

For younger children dragging tree branches together
and draping canvas tarps over them constitutes a suitable
shelter for play. Older children expand their building
techniques with the use of tools. The risks involved in
constructing with hammers and nails are dealt with
through adult oversight as well as proper equipment.
Some adventure playgrounds provide specific training in
the use of tools. Others have found that is not necessary,
although adult oversight is provided. A common safety
measure is that children who want to use hammer and
nails must first collect discarded nails found on the
ground. The playgrounds are often strict about the
children wearing sturdy shoes to avoid injury, rather than
flip-flops or open sandals.

Risk analysis can be applied to any play activity, espe-
cially to new ones that are being introduced. Suzanna
Law, a playworker in England and co-director of Pop-Up
Adventure Play,103 used the process for a new activity.
She explained how she risk-assessed when she wanted
to introduce a small fire pit to do cooking with the
children at an adventure play program near Manchester.
As potential risks, she mentioned: risk of burns from
flames, ash or hot objects; smoke inhalation; sloping
terrain; risk of fire spilling out of the container and
causing burns or other small fires; and risk of burns from
hot food.

The “control measures” she proposed were:
supervision and full briefing before activity; having a
plunge bucket and extra bottles of water and a water
supply nearby; and evening out the terrain with
rocks/bricks.104 Such assessments bring heightened con-
sciousness about identifying and managing risk and also
calm fears about adventure play. There is always the
danger, however, that the assessment will become overly
bureaucratic, and the adventure play will lose some of
the spontaneity that is such an important part of it.

Risk-benefit analysis goes a step further than risk
management. It recognizes that many activities carry
benefits at the same time that they carry risks. Both risks
and benefits need to be examined and weighed against
each other. Thus, although data show that many children
are injured participating in sports, adults recognize the
benefits of the activity and accept the risks that go with
it. Consciously or unconsciously adults engage in risk-
benefit analysis and weigh the risks with the benefits. The
steps in risk-benefit analysis, along with examples, are
given in an excellent report published by Play England, a
prominent play organization that has published many
valuable documents. Its document called Managing Risk
in Play Provision105 contains two chapters (six and seven)
that are especially devoted to risk-benefit analysis.

A further development in risk analysis is a process
called “dynamic risk assessment,” which is often defined
as risk assessment in a rapidly changing environment.
While traditional risk assessment may suffice on conven-
tional playgrounds, adventure playgrounds are finding
they need a more dynamic model. It is not enough to
check fixed equipment at the beginning of the day.
The staff needs to assess new situations as they arise.
Playworkers are skilled in observing children and the
environment, and they continually assess whether the
child is able to handle the amount of risk he or she is
undertaking. They also share their observations with one
another during regular review sessions, ideally held at the
end of each day.

Insurance

The threat of lawsuits and liability is often the first con-
cern that municipalities and other sponsoring groups
raise when faced with the prospect of creating an adven-
ture play program in their communities. The explosive
growth of lawsuits in the United States has resulted in
city councils and parks and recreation departments being
wary about sponsoring children’s programs with which
they are unfamiliar.

The litigious atmosphere in the United States is much
stronger than in Europe and Japan, where adventure
playgrounds continue to thrive. Given the American ten-
dency to sue, we might expect a fairly large number of



lawsuits in regard to adventure playgrounds in the U.S.
However, the experience of adventure playgrounds in the
U.S. regarding insurance, lawsuits, and liability issues
has, like their safety record, been quite positive.

When the Huntington Beach adventure play program
first began operating in the 1970s, the staff persuaded the
insurance company to monitor its safety record and also
the safety records of conventional playgrounds in the city.
After three summers, the insurance company determined
that the adventure playground’s safety record closely
matched that of the traditional playgrounds. No addi-
tional insurance premiums were thus required.106 Over
the years there has been one lawsuit at this site, accord-
ing to Dottie Hughes, the playground’s longtime man-
ager. A child fractured his ankle on the water slide and
the parent sued. The city settled out of court with the
parent and there have been no other lawsuits, according
to Hughes.107

Irvine Adventure Play has had no lawsuits,108 and
Bill Sellin, the supervisor of this adventure playground
in Irvine, CA, reports that “the Risk Management
Department is very comfortable with the adventure
play program.”109

The Houston adventure play programs were either on
school campuses, in which case the children were covered

by their school insurance with no additional premiums,
or at a public park, where no additional insurance
was deemed necessary by the parks and recreation
department. The umbrella association for Houston’s
adventure playgrounds, however, also carried general
liability insurance.

The U.S. Adventure Playground Report mentioned
previously, that surveyed 16 U.S. adventure playgrounds
during the 1970s, also reviewed what arrangements
existed for insurance in programs operated by local
government agencies. It found that all of them were
operating under the liability insurance policies that were
already in place and that no additional insurance
premiums were specifically needed for the adventure
play sites.110

All in all, the record of adventure playgrounds
indicates that they can be operated at least as safely as
traditional playgrounds and that lawsuits have not been a
major problem for the adventure playgrounds. Further,
they impose no special insurance concerns or costs.
All of this is good news for municipalities, schools, and
others interested in reviving children’s play by creating
new adventure playgrounds. And it’s wonderful news
for children, who will benefit from experiencing more
adventure in their play.

CHAPTER 5: Managing Risk
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For this publication, we have highlighted how risk is
handled at adventure playgrounds to both inform
and inspire. But such playgrounds provide just one

example of the ways adults can support children’s spirit
of adventure and help them develop their capacity for
risk assessment. There are many other places that also
focus on risk in interesting ways, such as the City
Museum in St. Louis, which is famous for its adventur-
ous play opportunities.112 KaBOOM!’s web site also
features photos of “dangerous playgrounds”113 and
interesting playgrounds made of junk.114 Families can
also add elements of adventure in their own play areas in
age-appropriate ways, and one increasingly sees tree
houses and child-constructed forts in private yards.

It is time to grow beyond being pro-risk or anti-risk
and instead develop a nuanced understanding of risk that
takes a child’s full development into account. To do so,
one can turn to experts, and among the world’s experts
on play and risk are the children themselves.

Listening to children

Children have both passion and insights about play and
risk. In addition, their right to be consulted on matters
that concern their lives is articulated in the U.N.’s
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). The fact
that the U.S. has not yet ratified the CRC does not mean

that we should ignore its contents, which are vital to the
health and well-being of all children.

Article 12 of the CRC assures a child the right “to
express his or her opinion freely and to have that opinion
taken into account in any matter or procedure affecting
the child.” Many countries now work hard to include the
voices of children when setting policies that affect chil-
dren. This does not mean that children have authority
over adults but that their views are sought after and
respected. Weight is given to their opinions “in accor-
dance with the age and maturity of the child.”115

Sometimes the views of children and especially
teen-agers are hard for adults to hear, but they are
worthwhile, nonetheless. An example is the view of
Hannan, a teen-ager in England who speaks bluntly:

To be honest, adults can be very stupid at times.
They ban everything for health and safety reasons.
If they’re going to ban very simple stuff like this
[playing tag], they might as well lock all kids in
empty rooms to keep them safe. Kids should be
allowed to experiment and try things. Otherwise
when they grow up they’ll make very stupid
mistakes from not getting enough experience at
childhood.116

When David Hawkins and Karen Payne, founders of
Wild-Zones, which encourages nature play for children
and youth, wanted expert advice on the problems of
risk deprivation, they turned to their experts—teenagers.
The teens made these points:117

C H A P T E R S I X

Next Steps

Children extend their abilities through risky play and learn
to master challenging environments. They generally know
how far they can go without actually hurting themselves.111

— Alliance for Childhood, Crisis in the Kindergarten
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CHAPTER 6: Next Steps

� Kids need to experience moderate risk in order
to assess larger risks

� Risk-deprivation can lead to excess risk

� Risk-deprivation can lead to lack of courage
and confidence

� Interesting and exciting physical activity is
appealing to kids so they are more likely to
participate — reduces obesity

� Risk-taking can develop trust and
team-building

� It’s life!

The research of Julie Nicholson and others at Mills
College, in which 61 children from ages three to 17 were
interviewed about play, also showed that children have
very strong feelings on the subject of play deprivation
and value active play. The researchers asked them, “If
adults said that play wasn’t important for children, what
would you say to them?” Julie Nicholson reports:

All of the children expressed disagreement and sev-
eral had strong non-verbal reactions to accompany
their responses. Examples of the statements of
disagreement include: “That’s not kind to say”
(4 year old girl); “It is [important]! I would like, yell
in their face!” (5 year old girl); “[I would say] That
they’re wrong! [slapped her hand down on the
table]” (10 year old girl); “I’d say that is not true at
all, it’s really stupid, and I think everybody needs to
play” (8 year old boy); and one 10 year old boy
yelled, “YOU’RE JUST PLAIN OUT WRONG!”

Other children responded with justifications for the
importance of play explaining that play was impor-
tant because it gives you “more energy” (6 year old
girl) and play is “what kids get to do before they get
old” (10 year old girl). One 10 year old girl encour-
aged adults to “think more” provoking them to
“think about it. You know, like, if you didn’t play
when you were a kid, what would you be like
now?” Finally, some children constructed hypothe-
ses to try to explain why adults’ reasoning was mis-
guided, as exemplified by an 11 year old girl who
responded as if speaking directly to the adults pro-
claiming play’s lack of importance: “You probably
didn’t get enough play when you were a kid and
that’s what you think.”118

Julie Nicholson’s research also elicited an unexpected
answer from the children. It doesn’t directly address the
question of risk, but it does counter the popular assump-
tion that children want to stay inside with their screens,
rather than actively playing outdoors. When the children
were asked to describe a play experience they thought
was really fun, they mentioned three main themes: play-
ing with others, playing outdoors, and playing with toys.
Only two mentioned digital play among their favorite
play experiences.

When I mentioned this relative disinterest in screen
play to Christine Chen, founder and president of the
Association for Early Childhood Educators in Singapore,
she said she received very similar responses from kinder-
garten children in Singapore when she asked them how
they’d like to spend a free day. They strongly favored
outdoor play over screen time.119

Listening to parents and
professionals

The voices of parents, especially those who are working
to overcome fear and allow reasonable risk, also enrich
one’s understanding of play and risk. For example, Liza
Sullivan, a play advocate in the Chicago area, began to
consciously address issues of risk when her twins were
three. She writes:

“When my twins asked me if they could get hurt, I
warned them that falling was a possibility, but that
I trusted them to make decisions based on their own
abilities and comfort levels. They did just that, with-
out any injuries, and with growing self-confidence,
pride, and ability to coach themselves through
difficult personal challenges.”120

Finally, there is much to be learned from programs that
prepare children and teens for fairly risky activities, such
as skateboarding, building with power tools, racing and
jumping with horses, mastering circus activities, and
parkour. Their approaches to risk and what they are
learning about how children handle risk could signifi-
cantly enhance the field of adventurous play. This is an
area that needs research.
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In conclusion

Risk is something children need to encounter all through
childhood. They are capable of risk-assessment from a
young age, and this vital ability develops through use.
Offering children opportunities to master risk is some-
thing every adult can do—at home, and in child care

centers, schools, and out-of-school programs. You can
start slowly and watch your confidence in your own
ability to risk-assess grow, along with the children’s
ability to assess and handle risk.

Steps to Take

The following steps can help parents and
professionals become more comfortable with
adventurous play and help them support it on a
broad scale.

1. Think about the degree of risk your child or
group can handle and then offer them oppor-
tunities within that range. Be watchful, but
hold back as much as you can from interfering.

2. Encourage play at home and in your neigh-
borhood. Organize play days in parks and
other settings. Provide loose parts—open-ended
materials such as boxes, tape and fabric, scrap
objects, and appropriate building materials and
tools. Play days with nature objects in natural
settings are also very popular and helpful for
reconnecting children with nature.121

3. Form groups of children who regularly go
out to play together, preferably in natural
settings. Consider it an adventure play club.
Provide adult oversight as needed, but let the
adults be as non-intrusive as possible so that
the children can organize their own play.122

4. Parents and professionals working with
children can inform themselves about the
importance of play and risk and become
advocates for play. For background, read
informative books and view videos and web
sites on this topic. See the Resources listed in
this document for some basic materials. Sign up
for play web sites that provide regular updates
on play issues and activities.123

5. Want to advocate on a bigger scale? Build
local coalitions for play that bring together
recreation workers, educators, environmental-
ists, park and school officials, health profes-
sionals, play advocates, parents, and others.
Together you can assess your community’s
strengths and weaknesses in regard to adventur-
ous play and also work to improve the oppor-
tunities. Consider becoming recognized as a
Playful City through KaBOOM!124

6. Encourage park departments to develop
adventure playgrounds with playworkers
present. If year-round or summer-long pro-
grams are not possible at first, encourage a
week-long adventure play camp during the
summer. At the very least, encourage a series
of play days in different seasons that introduce
children to adventurous play. Include water
play, mud play, fort building, and similar
activities suitable to the season. Bring a similar
message to organizations that sponsor summer
camps and children’s activities, such as YMCA
and YWCA programs, Jewish Community
Centers, Boys and Girls Clubs, nature centers,
children’s museums, and others.

7. Organize talks, workshops, or film screen-
ings with discussion about the need for play
and risk in children’s lives. Such presentations
can be offered by those who understand the
research and theoretical underpinnings of risk
and play, and those who offer such opportuni-
ties to children on a regular basis.

CHAPTER 6: Next Steps
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Adventure playgrounds in the U.S.:

Berkeley, CA Adventure Playground
http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/
ContentDisplay.aspx?id=8656

Huntington Beach, CA Adventure Playground
http://www.huntingtonbeachca.gov/Residents/Parks_
Facilities/parks/huntington_central_park/Adventure_
Playground.cfm

Yorba Linda, CA adventure play camps
http://www.ocregister.com/articles/campers-366851-
playground-adventure.html

Mercer Island, WA adventure playground
http://www.mercergov.org/Page.asp?NavID=2768

Adventure playgrounds in the U.K., a sampling:

Glamis Adventure Playground in the East End of
London. A video interview with play expert Bernard
Spiegel. Filmed by Kristin Eno of Little Creatures Film
Company, NY, vimeo.com/29645438

The Land, an adventure playground in North Wales.
U.S. filmmaker Erin Davis is developing a documentary,
and a trailer can be seen at http://playfreemovie.com/
trailer2/. A radio program by Erin Davis, “Of Kith and
Kids,” can be heard at http://transom.org/?p=37317

“Adventure Playgrounds,” a video by the
National Playing Fields Association. A Stanley
Schofield Production on YouTube at
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uwj1wh5k5PY

Play in the U.K., a few of many excellent sites:

Ip-dip, www.ip-dip.com
A free, email newsletter about play and playwork

London Play, www.londonplay.org.uk
Many resources including books on adventure
playgrounds and playwork

Play England, www.playengland.org.uk
An excellent source of play publications including
“Managing Risk in Play Provision” and “Adventure
Playgrounds: Built by communities”

Play Wales, www.playwales.org.uk/eng
Resources include “The Venture: a case study of an
adventure playground” and an information sheet,
“Play and Challenge”

Alliance for Childhood, www.allianceforchildhood.org
The Alliance focuses on restoring play to children’s lives
and related issues, publishes a monthly update, and
has a number of publications and videos that can be
found on the website’s publication page.

Fraser Brown, director of degree programs in playwork
at Leeds Metropolitan University in England.
Author of several books on playwork, including
Foundations of Playwork.

Joe Frost, professor emeritus from U.T. Austin and a
leading U.S. authority on play and playgrounds. He has
authored many books including The Developmental
Benefits of Playgrounds.

Tim Gill, a leading author and blogger on play and risk
in the U.K. He is author of No Fear: Growing up in a
risk-averse society (available on-line at
www.gulbenkian.org.uk) and blogger of “Rethinking
Childhood” at http://rethinkingchildhood.com

Elizabeth Goodenough, educator and advocate for play,
was consultant for the PBS documentary “Where Do
the Children Play?” and is editor of the books Where
Do the Children Play?, A Place for Play, and Secret
Spaces of Childhood (all available from University of
Michigan Press).

International Play Association, www.ipausa.org
Promotes play and the child’s right to play

KaBOOM!, www.kaboom.org
Helps communities build playgrounds, advocates for

ADVENTURE — THE IMPORTANCE OF RISK IN CHILDREN’S PLAY 35

Resources



play, publishes reports, and creates videos, including
“The Benefits of Risk in Children’s Play.”

Lady Allen of Hurtwood, advocate for children’s play
and a founder of adventure playgrounds in England.
Her classic book, Planning for Play, is available on-line
at www.play-scapes.com. An archival film of her
speaking about the inclusive playground she developed
in Chelsea can be found at the bottom of the page at
http://transom.org/?p=37317.

Play and Playground Encyclopedia, www.pgpedia.com

Pop-Up Adventure Play,
http://popupadventureplaygrounds.wordpress.com

PlayScapes, http://www.play-scapes.com
A blog and source for classic books on playground design

Lenore Skenazy, author of Free-Range Kids

Susan Solomon, author of American Playgrounds:
Revitalizing Community Space

Lia Sutton, photographer of adventure playgrounds,
www.liasutton.com

U.S. Play Coalition, http://usplaycoalition.clemson.edu
A national play coalition that offers free membership,
a monthly play update, and an annual conference at
Clemson University in S.C.

Wild-Zones, www.wild-zone.net

Penny Wilson, London-based playworker
Author of The Playwork Primer and featured in the
video “Playwork: An Introduction” (both available at
www.allianceforchildhood.org/publications)
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Alliance for Childhood

The Alliance for Childhood promotes policies and practices
that support children’s healthy development, love of learning,
and joy in living. Current campaigns include the restoration of
play in children’s lives and of experiential, play-based learning in
preschools and kindergartens, and the development of the
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Children’s free play is full of risk-taking, a fact that frightens many adults who have become risk-averse.
Yet many experts feel that this aversion is excessive and even harmful. They point to children’s natural
capacity for risk-assessment which needs to be developed rather than suppressed in childhood. This
publication looks at the value of risk from many angles, including interviews with directors of adventure
playgrounds that encourage adventurous play yet have very low accident rates. The central conclusion:
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— Darell Hammond, Founder and CEO, KaBOOM! and author of The New York Times best seller
KaBOOM! A Movement to Save Play

“A compelling case for the role of risk to develop competence, confidence and creativity. I hope this guide
to risk in play becomes a jack knife in every pocket.”

— Elizabeth Goodenough, Lecturer, University of Michigan and editor of A Place for Play and
Where Do the Children Play?

“Joan Almon thoughtfully and insightfully discusses the kind of risks we must allow children to take if they are to find
adventure in their lives. Her booklet will provide strong support to all adults who want children to become confident,
courageous, and happy individuals. I hope it is read very widely indeed.”

— William Crain, Professor of Psychology, The City College of New York, and author of Reclaiming Childhood:
Letting Children Be Children in Our Achievement-Oriented Society
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