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Please note that this is not an official publication of the House of Commons or the House of Lords. 
It has not been approved by either House or its Committees.  All-Party Groups are informal groups 
of members of both Houses with a common interest in particular issues. The views expressed in 
this Report are those of the Group. This Report seeks to influence the views of Parliament and of 
Government to better address ‘Play’ and to make recommendations for improved performance.
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The Working Group that produced this report is 
a sub-group of the All-Party Parliamentary Group 
on a Fit and Healthy Childhood. 

The purpose of the APPG is to promote evidence 
based discussion and produce reports on all 
aspects of childhood health and wellbeing 
including obesity; to inform policy decisions 
and public debate relating to childhood; and 
to enable communications between interested 
parties and relevant parliamentarians.  Group 
details are recorded on the Parliamentary website 
at: 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/
cmallparty/register/fit-and-healthy-childhood.
htm

The Officers of the APPG are:

  

Jim Fitzpatrick MP

 

Baroness (Floella) Benjamin OBE 

Ian Austin MP, Nic Dakin MP, Diana Johnson MP, 
Lord McColl of Dulwich, Nigel Dodds MP, 
Julie Elliott MP, Caroline Nokes MP,  
Gavin Robinson MP

The Working Group is Chaired by Helen Clark, 
a member of the APPG Secretariat. Working 
Group members are volunteers from the APPG 
membership with an interest in this subject area. 
Those that have contributed to the work of the 
Working Group are listed on page 2.

The Report is divided into themed subject 
chapters with recommendations that we hope 
will influence active Government policy.
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This report is the fourth of a series from The All 
Party-Parliamentary Group on a Fit and Healthy 
Childhood and although it stands alone in its 
own right, is best considered in that context. The 
recommendations within it contribute to our 
vision of ‘whole child’ health and wellbeing. 
‘Play’ itself requires definition and has been 
interpreted in many ways by many different 
people and organisations. In essence it is what 
children freely choose to do when their time 
and ability to act are entirely their own. It may 
be what a child chooses to do when they are not 
under the control, overt or implied, of an adult. 
Many people regard play as a ‘process’ rather 
than an outcome. It has no defined purpose or 
agenda other than what is in the mind of the 
child at that moment. In reality, there are levels 
of ‘adult control’ depending on the situation, but 
what is most important is that no adult is at that 
moment, steering what is happening. Enablement 
of play through ‘light touch and design’ is a 
particular skill, as is play supervision if it is to 
remain ‘play’ rather than an adult-controlled 
activity of arguably less value.  

In February 2015, the US Play Coalition and the 
Association of Childhood Education International 
(ACEI) published a paper about the status and 
standing of children’s play in America. 
‘The Critical Place of Play in Education’ 
(usplaycoalition.clemson.edu, Feb 2015) opens 
by asserting that: ‘the neighbourhood play so 
prevalent for Americans in the 1950s-1980s has 
changed’ and proceeds to depict a generation 
less likely to walk or cycle to school, play outside 
in a variety of environments and make diverse 
neighbourhood friendships. Instead, a toxic 
brew of adult fear (stranger danger, traffic 
density), school restriction (shortened playtimes, 
‘organised’ activity, poor use of space) and 
parental ignorance has resulted in an indoor 
norm for children that is characteristically passive, 
sedentary, and solitary; thereby making a strong 
contribution to the obesity crisis besetting the 
American population. 

An overweight and unhealthy population 
‘across the pond’ is however, no cause for English 
complacency. This report will explore the barriers 
and opportunities for children’s play in 
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the devolved United Kingdom (where a holistic 
approach would be of immense benefit) the 
resulting impact on children’s health; the range 
of potential solutions available and the role and 
responsibility of different tiers of government, 
with practical recommendations for action. The 
timing is opportune because one of the first 
policy statements made by Health Secretary 
Jeremy Hunt after the 2015 General Election 
signalled a resolve to address a ‘home-grown’ 
obesity epidemic head on. This report does not 
claim that children’s play is in any way a panacea 
for the obesity epidemic, but in combination 
with other large-scale initiatives on nutrition and 
physical activity, it can definitely make a major 
contribution nationwide to the Government’s 
stated aim:

‘Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt has vowed to make 
tackling the ‘great scandal’ of childhood obesity 
one of the main priorities of this Parliament. Mr 
Hunt promised a national strategy to address 
Britain’s spiralling weight problems as he pledged 
to do more to support GPs and reduce pressure on 
hospitals….

‘I think at the start of a parliament, you have a 
chance to put in place a national strategy to reduce 
diabetes and indeed particularly childhood obesity, 
which I think is a great scandal,’ he said. ‘Having 
one in five children at primary school clinically 
obese is something that we cannot say we accept as 
something that we’re prepared to live with and we 
absolutely need to do something about that.’ (‘Great 
scandal of childhood obesity to be top NHS target,’ 
‘Daily Telegraph’, 21st May 2015). 

That statement, (made in the presence of 
London health leaders) and the subsequent 
announcement of the Prime Minister’s intention 
to introduce a National Obesity Framework 
must be music to the ears of all who affirm 
the importance of play as central to child 
development, including the former Chief Medical 
Officer of Scotland, Harry Burns:

‘Investing in children’s play is one of the most 
important things we can do to improve children’s 
health and wellbeing.’ 

(www.inspiringscotland.org.uk). 

Yet  there is much still  to be done before 
‘advocates for children and their play’ can ‘unite 
for a stronger presentation to the world of why 
play is essential to children’s education and healthy 
development.’(‘The Critical Place of Play in 
Education’ Feb 2015).

In the absence of advocates and champions in 
government for play, a child’s playful experience 
in England is now likely to be piecemeal, reliant 
upon geographical location and a matter of 
happenstance. Co-ordinated and dedicated 
training for staff who work in schools, early years 
settings and children’s centres, leadership from 
local authorities and support for parents can 
foster a virtuous balance between physically 
active and technology-based play, involving all 
the family in playful activity and thus ensuring 
that ‘Play is an essential part of every child’s life and 
vital to its development.’ (Hampshire Play Policy 
Forum 2002).

Children living in some towns and cities are 
enjoying ‘new’ play patterns that would have 
been not new at all to their grandparents.
‘Playing Out’ schemes involve streets being 
opened up for play and in the words of a police 
officer on the Southmead beat in Bristol:

‘They are a fantastic idea. The children in the 
street love it. The whole street gets together and 
participates with lots of games. They are a great 
idea and I think it should be pushed as much 
as possible to bring back the old neighbourly 
community like the old days!’

Chief Inspector Keven Rowlands reports a 
positive response by motorists to road closure 
signage (‘most motorists see what is happening 
and are quite happy to take a small detour,’) 
and maintains that the initiative has ‘whole 
community’ advantages:

‘Playing out is not just for the children. It is 
equally important that it gives an opportunity to 
neighbourhoods of all ages to get to know each 
other and support each other. .. the role of playing 
out in bringing people together and giving our 
children the chance to laugh and play together is 
hugely important to our future.’ (‘Policing the streets 
and playing out.’ 29th May, 2015). 
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In a similarly encouraging move, Cllr Peter 
Morgan, Haringey Council’s Cabinet Member for 
Health and Wellbeing has announced a review 
of existing play–prohibitive anti ball signs in the 
borough 

(http://www.londonplay.org.uk/blog_entry/3137/
news/latest_play-news, 29th June 2015).

Unfortunately, these approaches to play in 
Bristol and Haringey are not universal. In 
Belper, uniformed police officers were called to 
investigate after four year old Tom Corden and 
sister Zara (six) were the subject of neighbour 
complaints that their scooter and go-kart street 
game was ‘too loud’. Mrs Corden expressed 
feelings of bewilderment and disbelief to her 
local newspaper:

‘Andree Corden, who claims the police were on the 
scene for 45 minutes, has asked: ‘What sort of a 
world are we living in when children cannot play in 
the street on a sunny day without the police being 
called? These days, parents are criticised for not 
letting their children play outside, sticking them in 
front of the TV or X-Box and feeding them crisps. We 
encourage our children to play outside and then this 
happens.’(‘The Derby Telegraph’, 6th May 2015).

In neighbouring Nottinghamshire, police officers, 
far from emulating their Bristol and Haringey 
counterparts, issued letters to parents of children 
playing football on Ena Avenue, Sneiton, stating 
that the possibility of an idly-kicked ball causing 
damage to property, constituted anti-social 
behaviour and insubordinate persistence could 
incur either a £100 Fixed Penalty Notice or an 
injunction under Chapter 12 of the 2014 Anti-
Social Behaviour Crime and Policing Act. An 
Enforcement Officer from Nottinghamshire Police 
further emphasised that any breach of such 
an order is a criminal offence carrying a prison 
sentence. 

The disparity in attitudes and play opportunities 
offered to children throughout the UK is deeply 
disquieting; especially as play is so intrinsically 
bound up with their health and welfare:

‘It is the way children explore the world around 
them and develop practical skills. It is essential 
for physical, emotional and spiritual growth, for 
intellectual and educational development and for 
acquiring social and behavioural skills. Play is a 

generic term applied to a wide range of activities 
and behaviours that are satisfying to the child, 
creative for the child and freely chosen by the 
child.’(Hampshire Play Policy Forum 2002). 

Constraints on children’s opportunities to 
play have increased in recent decades, with a 
proportionate impact on their wellbeing, future 
life chances and, ultimately, the health of the 
nation, with social and economic ramifications 
that are detrimental to society. For these 
extremely compelling reasons, play as integral to  
government strategy, building upon best practice 
in the devolved UK and elsewhere, should not 
be viewed in the light of a policy ‘add on’ but as 
an absolute necessity if all our children are to 
benefit from an opportunity to be playful – and 
thus afforded a  truly ‘level’ playing field. ‘Play’ of 
course in its widest sense as this report will show, 
is capable of infinite variety. From outdoor ‘rough 
and tumble’ to its place in the classroom as well 
as the playground – from exciting developments 
with modern technology that are so much more 
than sitting in front of a screen to adult ‘play’ in 
the workplace, playful activity enriches the life 
of a child and the adult that they will become. 
Above all, it is inclusive, unlike sport which is, by 
nature, selective. Absolutely everyone can play.   

‘The vast majority of children are good at heart 
and, if given proper encouragement, will flourish 
and become the adults on which our future rests. 
But first, they must be allowed to play.’(The Derby 
Telegraph’ 6th May 2015)

Children learn and develop both while playing 
and through play – they are both learning how to 
cope with the immediate world around them, and 
at the same time, acquiring skills that will serve 
them well in the future. Opportunities for that to 
happen are fast diminishing. 

The preparation and delivery of a national Whole 
Child Strategy with play at its heart, supported by 
practice and evidential research, is therefore the 
most important recommendation in this report. 
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There are many recommendations flowing from this Report. This is a reflection of the work required to 
recognise the vital importance of play to child development and to create the environment that will 
reverse the strong recent trend of reducing play opportunities. The recommendations also appear at 
the end of each relevant section.

 Government to require local authorities to prepare children and young people’s plans 
including strategies to address overweight and obesity with its  physical and mental/
emotional  consequences 

 Funding for play to be ring-fenced within local authority budgets
 National audit of lost play provision since the year 2000 to include the impact of recent cuts 

to local authority budgets
 Reinstatement of appropriate levels of play training as part of relevant professional 

qualifications 
 Play provision to be included as a grading factor in Ofsted inspections and Ofsted inspectors 

to receive training in play
 Initiatives designed to enable older children to extend play up through the ages
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 Government to re-affirm its commitment to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
especially Article 31, the Right to Play and Leisure on the child’s  terms, not on adult terms

 Inter Departmental Policy Audit for compliance with CRC overseen by Cabinet Minister for 
Children

 Government to adopt and champion the UN Child Friendly Cities programme with national 
roll-out

 Restoration of core Government funding for Play England and local play organisations to 
enable provision to be maximised in the most play-deprived areas.

 All early years settings required to have a clear Play Policy supported by a structured 
improvement and implementation plan

 All school staff/ break-time supervisors to be provided with professional training and 
guidance on the provision of beneficial play experiences to include training in access and 
inclusion for disabled children

 Training in play to become a part of standard teacher training, including a baseline gap 
assessment tool such as that provided by OPAL 

 Government ownership of the message that play is not just for the early years stage but for all 
schoolchild development, learning and wellbeing with guidance provided by Play England to 
assist schools at the different child age-related developmental stages

 A measurable outcome for physical literacy in pre-school and schools with agreed minimum 
levels of physical literacy, outdoor learning and play to be mandatory in all school as part of 
the National Curriculum with outcomes assessed within the Ofsted framework and using 
agreed criteria that have been consulted on to assess play quality

 Each school to appoint a member of staff as curricular lead for play development and physical 
coordination skills; PSHE to be a core part of the curriculum 

 The Sport England Primary Spaces and Sport Premium programmes to be extended to 
every school with a broader scope to incorporate a wide variety of physical literacy activities 
including play

 Introduction of statutory guidelines for a standard minimum amount of time for play during 
the school day (mandated recess and lunchtime breaks which also allow adequate time for 
eating meals and snacks)

 Government to encourage the improved provision of time and space for children’s play within 
educational settings, after-school and holiday clubs

 Review the introduction (in consultation and following a pilot scheme) of formal instruction 
in literacy and numeracy until children reach the age of 7.

 More research is required relating the pre-school based play models to the achievement of 
significantly higher academic marks

 Require schools to offer informal play opportunities pre and post the school day
 Require schools to open up play spaces and facilities to the community outside of school 

hours
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 Support provision for children to experience risk and challenge and develop resilience and 
self-reliance through play, both in their communities and in schools

 Encourage the use of natural materials in playground design and support the development 
of adventure playgrounds; train school staff to recognise the elements of good design

 Support the Forest School movement and other initiatives to take urban children into 
rural settings and likewise, through improved training and design, bring the ‘rural’ play 
environment into urban schools

 Ensure that every indoor play environment does not take a ‘tick box’ approach to 
compliance with standards. Each site should be able to demonstrate how children may 
benefit from encountering the facility

 Training and guidance documents on indoor play for use by teachers, play supervisors 
(and perhaps through media campaigns) for parents in a non-patronising and informative 
manner

 Provide clear communication to parents of the benefits of play in and around the home and 
how to facilitate it

 
 

 Initial teacher training programmes to include playful learning using technology
 Playful learning to be a key indicator in quality assessments of early years and primary 

classrooms
 CPD for teachers in teaching through playful means with a focus on integrating technology 

into the classroom
 Advice/assistance for parents to be provided by Government and made available online and 

in appropriate settings (children’s centres, health centres etc) on criteria for selecting ‘tech 
toys’ and how to incorporate them constructively into children’s play 




