




















 

 

  

Risk and Adventure in Outdoor 
Learning 

 Executive Summary 

 

Tim Gill in his book, No Fear: Growing up in a risk averse society argues that childhood 
is being undermined by the growth of risk aversion. This restricts children’s play, 
limits their freedom of movement, corrodes their relationships with adults and 
constrains their exploration of physical, social and virtual worlds. 

Here in Tasmania our play spaces and outdoor learning experiences are being 
impacted by the fear school leaders hold of Health and Safety ‘rules’. These ‘rules’ 
are often no more than myth and yet their impact on children and their development 
is real. 

This policy aims to redress the balance between care and risk in order that children 
are able to grow and develop skills and understandings that will assist them to be 
healthy, strong and able to assess risk for themselves into the future.  

Internationally there has been much research into the impact of the elimination of 
risk on children’s physical, intellectual and emotional growth and development.  This 
research warns of the dangers of wrapping children in cotton wool in an attempt to 
protect them and claims the result of such action will in fact be an increase in risk as 
children do not develop skills and have experiences from which they learn their 
physical boundaries, the limits of their abilities and the skills to avoid excessive and 
unnecessary risk.  Neither will they learn to extend themselves, to push harder, to go 
further than they have before.  

In the United Kingdom the Health and Safety Executive has been working to 
eliminate the over-protection of children and to ensure myths are not taken as truth.  
Their work provides guidance and direction for us here in Australia. 

These documents aim to provide clarification of the difference between Health and 
Safety facts and fiction when it comes to outdoor learning (including play), to guide 
educators in making common sense decisions about activities and how to minimise 
extreme risk and not minimise experiences and learning.  Providing this clarification 
will assist schools to provide quality experiences in order that children “have life and 
have it to the full” (John 10:10). 

Catholic Education Tasmania January 2013 



 
 

CHILDREN’S PLAY AND LEISURE – PROMOTING A BALANCED APPROACH 
 

1. Health and safety laws and regulations are sometimes presented as a reason why certain play 
and leisure activities undertaken by children and young people should be discouraged.  The 
reasons for this misunderstanding are many and varied. They include fears of litigation or criminal 
prosecution because even the most trivial risk has not been removed.  There can be frustration 
with the amounts of paperwork involved, and misunderstanding about what needs to be done to 
control significant risks.   
 

2. The purpose of this statement is to give clear messages which tackle these misunderstandings.  
In this statement, HSE makes clear that, as a regulator, it recognises the benefits of allowing 
children and young people of all ages and abilities to have challenging play opportunities.   
 

3. HSE fully supports the provision of play for all children in a variety of environments.  HSE 
understands and accepts that this means children will often be exposed to play environments 
which, whilst well-managed, carry a degree of risk and sometimes potential danger.   
 

4. HSE wants to make sure that mistaken health and safety concerns do not create sterile play 
environments that lack challenge and so prevent children from expanding their learning and 
stretching their abilities. 
 

5. This statement provides all those with a stake in encouraging children to play with a clear picture 
of HSE’s perspective on these issues.  HSE wants to encourage a focus on the sensible and 
proportionate control of real risks1 and not on unnecessary paperwork.  HSE’s primary interest is 
in real risks arising from serious breaches of the law and our investigations are targeted at these 
issues. 
 
 

Recognising the benefits of play 
 
Key message: ‘Play is great for children’s well-being and development.  When planning and 
providing play opportunities, the goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and 
benefits. No child will learn about risk if they are wrapped in cotton wool’. 
 

6. HSE fully recognises that play brings the world to life for children.  It provides for an exploration 
and understanding of their abilities; helps them to learn and develop; and exposes them to the 
realities of the world in which they will live, which is a world not free from risk but rather one where 
risk is ever present.  The opportunity for play develops a child’s risk awareness and prepares 
them for their future lives. 
 

7. Striking the right balance between protecting children from the most serious risks and allowing 
them to reap the benefits of play is not always easy. It is not about eliminating risk. Nor is it about 

                                            
1 The Courts have made clear that when health and safety law refers to ‘risks’, it is not contemplating risks that are trivial or fanciful.  It is not the purpose  to impose burdens 
on employers that are wholly unreasonable (R v Chargot (2009) 2 All ER 660 [27]) 



complicated methods of calculating risks or benefits.  In essence, play is a safe and beneficial 
activity.  Sensible adult judgements are all that is generally required to derive the best benefits to 
children whilst ensuring that they are not exposed to unnecessary risk. In making these 
judgements, industry standards such as EN 1176 offer bench marks that can help.  
   

8. Striking the right balance does mean: 
 
x Weighing up risks and benefits when designing and providing play opportunities and 

activities 
x Focussing on and controlling the most serious risks, and those that are not beneficial to the 

play activity or foreseeable by the user.  
x Recognising that the introduction of risk might form part of play opportunities and activity 
x Understanding that the purpose of risk control is not the elimination of all risk, and so 

accepting that the possibility of even serious or life-threatening injuries cannot be eliminated, 
though it should be managed. 

x Ensuring that the benefits of play are experienced to the full 
  

9. Striking the right balance does not mean: 
 
x All risks must be eliminated or continually reduced 
x Every aspect of play provision must be set out in copious paperwork as part of a misguided 

security blanket 
x Detailed assessments aimed at high-risk play activities are used for low-risk activities 
x Ignoring risks that are not beneficial or integral to the play activity, such as those introduced 

through poor maintenance of equipment 
x Mistakes and accidents will not happen 

 
 
What parents and society should expect from play providers 
 
Key message: ‘Those providing play opportunities should focus on controlling the real risks, while 
securing or increasing the benefits – not on the paperwork’. 
 

10. Play providers2 should use their own judgement and expertise as well as, where appropriate, the 
judgement of others, to ensure that the assessments and controls proposed are proportionate to 
the risks involved.   
 

11. They should communicate what these controls are, why they are necessary and so ensure 
everyone focuses on the important risks. 
 

12. It is important that providers’ arrangements ensure that: 
 

                                            
2 Play providers include those managing or providing play facilities or activities in parks, green spaces, adventure playgrounds, holiday 
playschemes, schools, youth clubs, family entertainment centres and childcare provision. 



x The beneficial aspects of play - and the exposure of children to a level of risk and challenge - 
are not unnecessarily reduced. 

x Assessment and judgement focuses on the real risks, not the trivial and fanciful 
x Controls are proportionate and so reflect the level of risk 

 
13. To help with controlling risks sensibly and proportionately, the play sector has produced the 

publication Managing Risk in Play Provision: Implementation Guide which provides guidance on 
managing the risks in play. The approach in this guidance is that risks and benefits are considered 
alongside each other in a risk-benefit assessment. This includes an assessment of the risks 
which, while taking into account the benefits of the activity, ensures that any precautions are 
practicable and proportionate and reflect the level of risk. HSE supports this guidance, as a 
sensible approach to risk management.  
 
 

If things go wrong 
 
Key message: ‘Accidents and mistakes happen during play – but fear of litigation and prosecution 
has been blown out of proportion.’ 
 

14. Play providers are expected to deal with risk responsibly, sensibly and proportionately. In practice, 
serious accidents of any kind are very unlikely. On the rare occasions when things go wrong, it is 
important to know how to respond to the incident properly and to conduct a balanced, transparent 
review. 
  

15. In the case of the most serious failures of duty, prosecution rightly remains a possibility, and 
cannot be entirely ruled out. However, this possibility does not mean that play providers should 
eliminate even the most trivial of risks. Provided sensible and proportionate steps have been 
taken, it is highly unlikely there would be any breach of health and safety law involved, or that it 
would be in the public interest to bring a prosecution. 
 



 

 Lo
nd

on
 P

la
y 

B
rie

fin
g 

 
 N

ov
em

be
r 2

00
6 

(u
pd

at
ed

 F
eb

ru
ar

y 
20

09
) 

 R
is

k 
/ B

en
ef

it 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t i
n 

Pl
ay

: i
t’s

 n
ot

 ro
ck

et
 s

ci
en

ce
!  

A
 li

gh
t-h

ea
rt

ed
 lo

ok
 a

t a
 s

er
io

us
 is

su
e 

  Th
e 

H
ea

lth
 a

nd
 S

af
et

y 
E

xe
cu

tiv
e 

ar
e 

ve
ry

 c
on

ce
rn

ed
 a

bo
ut

 t
he

 r
ed

uc
tio

n 
in

 r
is

ky
 p

la
y 

op
po

rtu
ni

tie
s,

 a
nd

 h
av

e 
pu

bl
ic

is
ed

 t
he

 f
ac

t 
th

at
 g

oo
d 

qu
al

ity
 ri

sk
 a

ss
es

sm
en

ts
 c

an
 h

el
p 

pl
ay

 p
ro

vi
de

rs
 to

 k
ee

p 
or

 b
ut

 b
ac

k 
th

e 
ris

ky
 p

la
y 

ch
ild

re
n 

ne
ed

 to
 u

nd
er

ta
ke

 to
 le

ar
n 

ab
ou

t r
is

k 
fo

r t
he

m
se

lv
es

. 
Le

af
le

ts
 a

nd
 p

ra
ct

ic
al

 e
xa

m
pl

es
 o

n 
R

is
k 

A
ss

es
sm

en
t a

re
 o

n 
th

ei
r w

eb
si

te
 - 

w
w

w
.h

se
.g

ov
.u

k/
ris

k/
in

de
x.

ht
m

. A
cc

es
s 

al
l t

he
 ri

sk
 a

ss
es

sm
en

ts
 th

at
 

S
he

ffi
el

d 
C

ity
 C

ou
nc

il 
m

ak
e 

av
ai

la
bl

e 
fo

r 
sc

ho
ol

s 
to

 u
se

 in
 o

rg
an

is
in

g 
ac

tiv
iti

es
: 

w
w

w
.th

or
nb

rid
ge

ou
td

oo
rs

.c
o.

uk
/g

en
er

ic
ris

k.
ht

m
 H

er
e,

 L
on

do
n 

P
la

y 
ba

la
nc

es
 ri

sk
 a

ga
in

st
 b

en
ef

it 
to

 c
hi

ld
re

n,
 th

is
 is

 d
iff

er
en

t t
o 

si
m

pl
y 

re
m

ov
in

g 
al

l r
is

ks
 to

 c
hi

ld
re

n.
 

 W
e 

do
 R

is
k 

A
ss

es
sm

en
t 

al
l 

th
e 

tim
e 

w
ith

ou
t 

re
al

is
in

g 
it 

- 
ev

er
y 

tim
e 

w
e 

cr
os

s 
th

e 
ro

ad
, 

m
ee

t 
so

m
eo

ne
 n

ew
 t

o 
us

, 
dr

iv
e 

an
yw

he
re

 o
r 

fin
d 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 ta

st
y 

in
 th

e 
fri

dg
e 

a 
da

y 
ov

er
 th

e 
se

ll 
by

 d
at

e.
 T

he
y 

ar
e 

a 
le

ga
l r

es
po

ns
ib

ili
ty

 u
nd

er
 th

e 
H

ea
lth

 a
nd

 S
af

et
y 

at
 W

or
k 

A
ct

 - 
M

an
ag

em
en

t 
m

us
t e

ns
ur

e 
th

ey
 a

re
 d

on
e 

pr
op

er
ly

, u
su

al
ly

 b
y 

in
st

ru
ct

in
g 

a 
si

te
 o

r 
se

tti
ng

 m
an

ag
er

 to
 d

o 
it,

 s
o 

do
n’

t s
hi

rk
 it

. Y
ou

 d
on

’t 
ne

ed
 a

 tr
ai

ni
ng

 c
ou

rs
e,

 
(a

lth
ou

gh
 th

ey
 a

re
 u

se
fu

l),
 y

ou
 d

o 
ne

ed
 to

 s
ha

re
 w

ith
 c

ol
le

ag
ue

s,
 c

hi
ld

re
n,

 s
ta

ff,
 m

an
ag

er
s,

 v
ol

un
te

er
s 

an
d 

pa
re

nt
s.

 P
ut

 it
 u

p 
on

 th
e 

w
al

l f
or

 a
ll 

to
 

se
e,

 g
et

 th
e 

ch
ild

re
n 

to
 w

or
k 

on
 th

em
 th

em
se

lv
es

 - 
(p

er
ha

ps
 w

ith
 il

lu
st

ra
tio

ns
 o

f t
he

 m
or

e 
un

lik
el

y 
ou

tc
om

es
 to

 m
ak

e 
it 

in
te

re
st

in
g)

. 
 A

 w
rit

te
n 

ris
k 

as
se

ss
m

en
t i

s 
no

t d
iff

ic
ul

t, 
an

d 
ca

n 
he

lp
 s

ha
re

 c
on

ce
rn

s 
w

ith
 p

ar
en

ts
 a

nd
 c

ol
le

ag
ue

s.
 L

is
t t

he
 p

os
si

bl
e 

pr
ob

le
m

s 
in

 a
 c

ol
um

n,
 th

en
 

ne
xt

 t
o 

th
at

 n
ot

e 
th

e 
pr

ob
ab

le
 r

es
ul

t, 
th

en
 t

he
 li

ke
lih

oo
d,

 t
he

n 
w

ha
t 

ca
n 

be
 d

on
e 

to
 a

vo
id

 t
he

 p
ro

bl
em

, 
la

st
ly

 a
ss

ig
n 

a 
va

lu
e 

to
 e

ac
h 

lin
e 

an
d 

de
ci

de
 if

 th
e 

ris
k 

is
 o

ut
w

ei
gh

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
va

lu
e 

of
 th

e 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e 

It 
is

 im
po

rta
nt

 th
at

 th
ey

 a
re

 s
ee

n 
as

 p
ub

lic
 d

oc
um

en
ts

, n
ot

 s
tu

ffe
d 

in
 a

n 
of

fic
e 

fil
in

g 
ca

bi
ne

t 
an

d 
fo

rg
ot

te
n.

 P
ut

 t
he

m
 u

p 
on

 t
he

 w
al

l 
fo

r 
al

l 
to

 s
ee

 a
nd

 c
om

m
en

t 
on

, 
th

ey
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 s
ee

n 
as

 a
 c

ol
la

bo
ra

tiv
e 

ef
fo

rt,
 r

ea
ch

ed
 b

y 
co

ns
en

su
s 

an
d 

af
te

r d
is

cu
ss

io
n.

 
 M

ak
e 

th
em

 a
n 

on
go

in
g,

 li
ve

-a
ct

io
n 

ty
pe

 o
f w

or
k,

 n
ot

 a
n 

ex
cu

se
 to

 h
id

e 
in

 th
e 

of
fic

e 
(o

r w
or

k 
fro

m
 h

om
e)

. T
he

re
 is

 n
o 

ne
ed

 to
 re

st
ric

t e
ve

ry
 a

ct
iv

ity
 

th
at

 a
ris

es
 s

po
nt

an
eo

us
ly

 u
nt

il 
th

ey
 a

re
 r

is
k 

as
se

ss
ed

, j
us

t t
hi

nk
 it

 th
ro

ug
h 

as
 y

ou
 w

at
ch

 th
e 

pl
ay

 d
ev

el
op

, a
nd

 th
en

 in
te

rv
en

e 
to

 r
es

tri
ct

 o
nl

y 
if 

ob
vi

ou
sl

y 
da

ng
er

ou
s.

 I
f 

co
lle

ag
ue

s 
or

 m
an

ag
er

s 
m

is
us

e 
th

e 
ris

k 
as

se
ss

m
en

t 
pr

oc
es

s 
to

 a
vo

id
 d

oi
ng

 s
om

et
hi

ng
 t

he
y 

do
n’

t 
lik

e 
- 

th
ey

 n
ee

d 
a 

ho
lid

ay
, p

er
ha

ps
 a

 lo
ng

 o
ne

. 
 A

la
n 

Su
tto

n,
 P

ol
ic

y 
O

ffi
ce

r -
 e

m
ai

l a
la

n@
lo

nd
on

pl
ay

.o
rg

.u
k 

 



 

 Po
ss

ib
le

 p
ro

bl
em

 
or

 h
az

ar
d 

Po
ss

ib
le

 
R

es
ul

t o
r 

ou
tc

om
e 

– 
w

or
st

 c
as

e 
sc

en
ar

io
 

Li
ke

lih
oo

d 
– 

R
is

k 
as

se
ss

 
fo

r d
iff

er
en

t 
ag

e/
ab

ili
ty

 
gr

ou
ps

 

Is
 ri

sk
 

ap
pa

re
nt

 a
nd

 
co

nt
ro

lla
bl

e 
to

 
ch

ild
re

n 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

in
g?

 

R
ea

so
na

bl
e 

an
d 

Pr
ac

tic
al

 S
te

ps
 

av
ai

la
bl

e 
to

 a
vo

id
 o

r r
ed

uc
e 

pr
ob

le
m

 

Va
lu

e 
of

 a
llo

w
in

g 
ac

tiv
ity

 
D

ec
is

io
n 

(n
ot

e 
an

y 
re

st
ric

tio
n/

ex
cl

us
io

n)
 

 Si
gn

ed
 

 
 

.. 
D

at
e 

 
 

 
 

P
la

yf
ig

ht
in

g 
w

ith
 

w
oo

de
n 

sw
or

ds
 

br
ui

si
ng

 
Lo

w
 B

U
T 

co
ul

d 
ris

e 
– 

if 
ba

d 
te

m
pe

r 
de

ve
lo

ps
 

ye
s 

1 
E

ns
ur

e 
al

l a
re

 v
er

y 
bl

un
t. 

2 
di

sc
us

s 
ne

ed
 fo

r f
ai

r p
la

y 
3 

on
ly

 a
llo

w
 u

nd
er

 a
ct

iv
e 

su
pe

rv
is

io
n 

D
ev

el
op

in
g 

de
xt

er
ity

, s
tre

ng
th

, 
hi

st
or

ic
al

 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g.

 F
un

 

A
llo

w
 B

U
T 

su
pe

rv
is

e 
to

 e
ns

ur
e 

no
 b

ad
 

te
m

pe
rs

 

P
la

yf
ig

ht
in

g 
w

ith
 

w
oo

de
n 

sw
or

ds
 

C
en

tre
 is

 
ac

cu
se

d 
of

 
fa

ci
lit

at
in

g 
fig

ht
in

g 

H
ig

h 
ye

s 
D

is
cu

ss
 w

ith
 a

ll 
co

nc
er

ne
d 

to
 e

ns
ur

e 
it 

is
 h

ap
pe

ni
ng

 o
nl

y 
to

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

an
 

im
po

rta
nt

 fa
ce

t o
f c

ul
tu

ra
l h

er
ita

ge
**

, 
an

d 
no

t t
o 

se
ttl

e 
a 

gr
ud

ge
 

A
s 

ab
ov

e 
A

llo
w

 
(R

is
k 

as
se

ss
m

en
t i

s 
fo

r c
hi

ld
re

n’
s 

he
al

th
 

an
d 

sa
fe

ty
, n

ot
 to

 
ce

nt
re

’s
 re

pu
ta

tio
n)

 
P

la
yf

ig
ht

in
g 

w
ith

 
re

al
 s

w
or

ds
 

de
at

h 
Lo

w
 to

 
m

ed
iu

m
 

no
 

C
on

fis
ca

te
 s

w
or

ds
 a

nd
 h

an
d 

ov
er

 to
 

po
lic

e 
no

ne
 

N
ot

 a
llo

w
ed

 

O
ut

do
or

 p
la

y 
du

rin
g 

w
hi

ch
 a

 b
ra

nc
h 

m
ay

 
fa

ll 
fro

m
 a

 tr
ee

 
un

ex
pe

ct
ed

ly
 

D
ea

th
 o

r 
se

rio
us

 in
ju

ry
 

V
er

y 
lo

w
 

no
 

1 
N

o 
ou

td
oo

r p
la

y 
un

de
r t

re
es

 in
 g

al
e 

fo
rc

e 
w

in
ds

 
2 

re
m

ov
e 

an
y 

de
ad

 b
ra

nc
he

s 

O
ut

do
or

 p
la

y 
is

 
ve

ry
 im

po
rta

nt
 

A
llo

w
 

Ju
m

pi
ng

 fr
om

 a
 5

 
fo

ot
 h

ig
h 

w
al

l 
B

ro
ke

n 
bo

ne
s 

Lo
w

 B
U

T 
m

ed
iu

m
 w

ith
 

yo
un

ge
r 

ch
ild

re
n 

Y
es

 B
U

T 
no

t 
w

ith
 v

er
y 

gu
lli

bl
e 

yo
un

g 
ch

ild
re

n 
if 

bu
lli

ed
 in

to
 it

 b
y 

ot
he

rs
 

1 
su

pe
rv

is
e 

to
 b

eg
in

 w
ith

 
2 

en
su

re
 in

fo
rm

al
 p

ee
r r

is
k 

as
se

ss
m

en
t h

ap
pe

ns
 (o

ld
er

 o
r m

or
e 

ab
le

 k
id

s 
ex

pl
ai

n 
to

 o
th

er
s 

ho
w

 to
 d

o 
it-

  h
it 

th
e 

gr
ou

nd
 ru

nn
in

g,
 w

ith
 b

en
t 

kn
ee

s 
an

d 
fin

is
h 

w
ith

 p
ar

ac
hu

tis
ts

 
ro

ll)
 

D
ev

el
op

in
g 

ju
dg

em
en

t, 
ab

ili
ty

, 
O

ld
er

 o
ne

s 
ta

ke
 

re
sp

on
si

bi
lit

y 
fo

r 
yo

un
ge

r p
ee

rs
 

A
llo

w
 fo

r o
ve

r 7
’s

 o
nl

y 

P
oi

so
ni

ng
 w

ith
 

ex
te

rio
r p

ai
nt

/w
oo

d 
pr

es
er

ve
r/d

om
es

tic
 

ch
em

ic
al

s 

Ill
ne

ss
, 

ho
sp

ita
lis

at
io

n,
 

lo
ng

 te
rm

 
tis

su
e 

da
m

ag
e 

un
su

re
 

no
 

1 
C

he
ck

 c
on

te
nt

s,
 u

se
 C

O
S

H
H

 
(c

on
tro

l o
f s

ub
st

an
ce

s 
ha

za
rd

ou
s 

to
 

he
al

th
) i

nf
or

m
at

io
n 

sh
ee

ts
 fr

om
 

m
an

uf
ac

tu
re

rs
 

2 
us

e 
re

co
m

m
en

de
d 

pr
ot

ec
tiv

e 
cl

ot
hi

ng
 e

tc
 

3 
S

to
re

 o
ut

 o
f r

ea
ch

 o
f c

hi
ld

re
n 

Lo
w

, a
s 

no
t a

 p
la

y 
ac

tiv
ity

 
U

se
 o

nl
y 

by
 

tra
in

ed
/c

om
pe

te
nt

 
ad

ul
ts

 



 

Po
ss

ib
le

 p
ro

bl
em

 
or

 h
az

ar
d 

Po
ss

ib
le

 
R

es
ul

t o
r 

ou
tc

om
e 

– 
w

or
st

 c
as

e 
sc

en
ar

io
 

Li
ke

lih
oo

d 
– 

R
is

k 
as

se
ss

 
fo

r d
iff

er
en

t 
ag

e/
ab

ili
ty

 
gr

ou
ps

 

Is
 ri

sk
 

ap
pa

re
nt

 a
nd

 
co

nt
ro

lla
bl

e 
to

 
ch

ild
re

n 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

in
g?

 

R
ea

so
na

bl
e 

an
d 

Pr
ac

tic
al

 S
te

ps
 

av
ai

la
bl

e 
to

 a
vo

id
 o

r r
ed

uc
e 

pr
ob

le
m

 

Va
lu

e 
of

 a
llo

w
in

g 
ac

tiv
ity

 
D

ec
is

io
n 

(n
ot

e 
an

y 
re

st
ric

tio
n/

ex
cl

us
io

n)
 

 Si
gn

ed
 

 
 

.. 
D

at
e 

 
 

 
 

B
ea

d 
st

uc
k 

up
 n

os
e 

C
hi

ld
 

di
st

re
ss

ed
, 

vi
si

t t
o 

ca
su

al
ty

 to
 

re
m

ov
e 

Lo
w

 B
U

T 
hi

gh
er

 w
ith

 
yo

un
ge

r 
ch

ild
re

n 

no
 

It 
is

 im
po

ss
ib

le
 to

 c
on

tro
l, 

if 
yo

u 
te

ll 
th

em
 n

ot
 to

, t
he

y 
w

ill
 b

e 
m

or
e 

lik
el

y 
to

 
do

 it
 

B
ea

d 
w

or
k 

is
 a

 
po

pu
la

r a
nd

 
in

ex
pe

ns
iv

e 
cr

af
t 

ac
tiv

ity
 

A
llo

w
 

D
ro

w
ni

ng
 in

 
pa

dd
lin

g 
po

ol
 

de
at

h 
V

er
y 

lo
w

 
U

N
LE

S
S

 
sp

ec
ifi

c 
m

ed
ic

al
 

pr
ob

le
m

 
id

en
tif

ie
d 

ye
s 

1 
E

ns
ur

e 
al

l m
ed

ic
al

 re
co

rd
s 

ch
ec

ke
d 

fo
r a

ny
 c

hi
ld

re
n 

w
ith

 
ep

ile
ps

y/
fit

s/
su

dd
en

 lo
ss

 o
f 

co
ns

ci
ou

sn
es

s.
 

2 
su

pe
rv

is
e 

W
at

er
 p

la
y 

is
 g

re
at

 
fu

n 
A

llo
w

 B
U

T 
cl

os
e 

(u
no

bt
ru

si
ve

 to
 a

vo
id

 
sc

ap
eg

oa
tin

g)
 

su
pe

rv
is

io
n 

of
 a

ny
 

ch
ild

re
n 

at
 h

ig
he

r r
is

k 

S
ta

ff 
sp

en
d 

al
l t

he
ir 

tim
e 

on
 d

oi
ng

 ri
sk

 
as

se
ss

m
en

ts
 

N
o 

pl
ay

 o
r f

un
, 

ch
ild

re
n 

pl
ay

 
so

m
ew

he
re

 
be

tte
r 

H
ig

h 
(e

sp
ec

ia
lly

 if
 

de
sp

er
at

e 
fo

r 
pr

om
ot

io
n 

to
 

m
an

ag
em

en
t 

le
ve

l) 

ye
s 

R
el

ax
 –

 d
on

’t 
do

 it
 

1 
K

ee
p 

O
FS

TE
D

 a
t 

ba
y 

2 
H

ea
d 

of
fic

e 
M

an
ag

er
 c

an
no

t 
vi

si
t a

s 
to

o 
bu

sy
 

ch
ec

ki
ng

 a
nd

 fi
lin

g 
ris

k 
as

se
ss

m
en

ts
 

N
ot

 a
llo

w
ed

 (u
nl

es
s 

S
en

io
r m

an
ag

er
 

al
w

ay
s 

pr
es

en
t a

nd
 

w
ill

in
g 

to
 b

e 
tie

d 
up

 
an

d 
ha

ve
 w

et
 s

po
ng

es
 

th
ro

w
n 

at
 th

em
 b

y 
ch

ild
re

n)
 

       



 

Po
ss

ib
le

 p
ro

bl
em

 
or

 h
az

ar
d 

Po
ss

ib
le

 
R

es
ul

t o
r 

ou
tc

om
e 

w
or

st
 c

as
e 

sc
en

ar
io

 

Li
ke

lih
oo

d 
– 

R
is

k 
as

se
ss

 fo
r 

di
ffe

re
nt

 
ag

e/
ab

ili
ty

 
gr

ou
ps

 

Is
 ri

sk
 

ap
pa

re
nt

 a
nd

 
co

nt
ro

lla
bl

e 
to

 
ch

ild
re

n 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

in
g?

 

R
ea

so
na

bl
e 

an
d 

Pr
ac

tic
al

 S
te

ps
 

av
ai

la
bl

e 
to

 a
vo

id
 o

r r
ed

uc
e 

pr
ob

le
m

 

Va
lu

e 
of

 a
llo

w
in

g 
ac

tiv
ity

 
D

ec
is

io
n 

(n
ot

e 
an

y 
re

st
ric

tio
n/

ex
cl

us
io

n)
 

 Si
gn

ed
 

 
 

 
...

 
D

at
e 

 
 

 
 

 
. 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

   

 
 

 
 

 
 

    



 

 

March 2013 

Managing Risk in Outdoor 
Learning Experiences 

 

 

1

Introduction 

Fear of risk has impacted on the provision of outdoor learning experiences. 
Yet children and young people continue to seek adventure and challenge. 
Adult increasing anxiety over safety must be balanced with the need to 
provide rich outdoor learning experiences that enhance student learning and 
skill development.  

Position Statement – Tasmanian Catholic Schools and Colleges 

Outdoor learning experiences, well constructed, well planned and responsibly 
managed, will contribute to the wellbeing of all students and enable them to 
become resilient, confident and creative individual learners, responsible citizens 
and successful learners who value the environment and will be better able to 
contribute positively to society. 

Context 

An outdoor education program may have a range of outcomes. Program 
outcomes may focus on academic, social, or skill development or a 
combination of these depending upon the student group.  

Outdoor education may include excursions to offsite venues, walks, camps 
and specific outdoor education programs such as water sports, bushwalking 
etc. 

The benefits of outdoor education outweigh the risk of an accident 
occurring. Provided appropriate procedures are followed the benefits (along 
with those of the reaching program) include: 

• Opportunities for children and young people to learn about risks 
• Experiences of freedom 
• Opportunities to learn about and take responsibility for their own 

safety and well-being as they grow 
• Building confidence 

 

A mindset that is solely focused 
on safety does students no 
favours. Rather than keeping 
them safe, it can lead to them 
not being provided with 
experiences that will assist in 
developing resilience, 
understand how to handle 
challenges, learn how to 
manage risks for themselves.  
A reasonable and 
proportionate approach to 
safety is what is required. 

 

“A degree of risk – properly 
managed- is not only inevitable, 
but positively desirable” (Gill, T. 

2010) 

Related documents: 

Risk and Adventure in Outdoor Learning Policy  

Managing Risk in Play Provision 
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Adventurous activities make demands on children and may provide physical or 
skill-based challenges. They also develop personal qualities such as 
perseverance, problem solving and resilience. 

One of the ways that we can help children to prepare for adult life is to expose 
them to managed risk, while supporting them in learning how to cope. For instance, 
we help children to learn how to manage the risk of drowning not by keeping them 
away from the sea, rivers or lakes, but by teaching them how to swim, and how to 
manage the water environment. Outdoor education often takes an incremental 
approach to risk, gradually increasing children’s exposure as they gain confidence, 

3

with self-management, sound judgement and self-reliance as the ultimate goals. (Gill, 
T. 2010)  

Outdoor activities are not excessively dangerous in fact statistics show that children on excursions are no more at risk 
than the students who remain at school. 

Outdoor activities are also highly beneficial for learning and development. “Challenge and risk, in particular during 
outdoor play, allows children to test the limits of their physical, intellectual and social development” (Little & Wyver 
2008). 

An exaggeration of the risks involved in many common childhood pursuits has resulted in children being denied the 
opportunity to engage in many worthwhile activities that facilitate their learning and development (Furedi, 2001). 

Fear of risk, of injury of disaster has increased in the last decade to the point that fear itself is the greater risk to our 
health than the issues we are fearing (Furedi 2007). One of the greatest fears for schools and organisations is not 
damage to students (we are one of the safest places for children to be) but to reputation and the good name of the 

4

school or organisation.  

We need to be clear when making decisions not to proceed 
with activities about the reasons – health and safety? Or 
litigation and loss of public face?  

Educating for sustainabil ity and play 

 

“No one will protect what they don’t care about; and no one 
will care about what they have never experienced.”  

Sir David Attenborough 
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Adults who engage with nature from a young age are more likely to be motivated to protect the environment. The critical 
age for engagement appears to be before 12 years.  

In order to have scientists who work to discover more about the environment we need children who are exploring, 
investigating and getting deeply involved with all that nature has to offer. 

Widespread evidence suggests that the strongest environmental sensibilities in adulthood stem from childhood 
experiences of unstructured play in natural environments, including interactive (potentially damaging) activities. (Maudsley, 
M. 2007) 

Managing r isk in play provis ion 

According to statistics out of the UK the most dangerous place for a child to be is at home. And yet we continue to 
assume that ‘outside’ is a dangerous place for children to be. 

In Australia the statistics are similar: 

ACTIVITY AND LOCATION WHEN INJURED 
 
Australian children are generally physically active. Among 498,000 children aged 5-14 years who reported being 
injured recently, the most common activities these children had been undertaking at the time of injury were 
leisure activities (e.g. playing non-organised sport or games), and organised sports. In 2001, half of all recent 
injuries for children this age (51%) occurred during leisure activities, and around a third (27%) while children were 
playing sports. A further 17% occurred while attending school (Clapperton A. et al 2003). 
 
The most common locations at which 5-14 year olds received injuries were outside their own or someone else's 
home (32%), at school (30%), at a sports facility (20%), or inside their own or someone else's home (16%). (ABS) 

In June 2006, there were 4 million children aged under 15 years in Australia, representing one-fifth (19%) of the 
total population (ABS 2006a). Health gains brought about by better living conditions, education, medical care and 
vaccination would suggest that this generation of children should be the healthiest ever (Patton et al. 2005). 
However, there are emerging concerns related to rapid social change and the associated new morbidities such as 
increasing levels of behavioural, developmental, mental health and social problems (AIHW 2006). Early childhood 
in particular has become a key priority for Australian government and non-government organisations (AIHW 
2006).  
 
 
HEALTH CONDITIONS  

• In 2004-05, 41% of children aged under 15 years had a long-term health condition compared with 44% in 
2001 (ABS 2006 & ABS 2002).  

• Boys (44%) were more likely than girls (38%) to have a long term health condition.  
• Diseases of the respiratory system were reported for 19% of children - the main conditions were asthma 

(12%), hayfever and allergic rhinitis (8%) and chronic sinusitis (3%). 
• Diseases of the eye and adnexa were reported for 10% of children - the main conditions were long 
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sightedness (4%) and short sightedness (4%).  
• Mental and behavioural problems were reported for 7% of children overall - these main conditions were 

behavioural & emotional problems with usual onset in childhood or adolescence (3%) and problems of 
psychological development (3%).  

HOSPITALISATION 

• Of total hospital separations in 2004-05, 528,100 (8%) involved children aged under 15 years (AIHW 2007).  
• Certain conditions originating in the perinatal period (38%) and diseases of the respiratory system (13%) were 

the main causes of hospitalisation for children under one year of age (AIHW 2007).  
• Respiratory disease (25%) and injury (12%) were the main causes of hospitalisation of children aged 1-14 years 

(AIHW 2007).  
• Rates of hospitalisation due to respiratory disease fell from 25% of children aged 1-4 years to 18% of children 

aged 5-9 years and 10% of children aged 10-14 years (AIHW 2007).  
• Among children, rates of hospitalisation due to injury increased with age and were higher for boys than for girls 

(ABS 2005a).  
• Other leading causes for hospitalisation among children included disorders related to short gestation and low 

birthweight (for children aged under five years) and chronic diseases of tonsils and adenoids (AIHW 2006). 

 

Major reasons for hospital separations for children aged 1-14 years, 2004-05  

 

 

 

The ABS data suggests that schools are actually safer places for children to be than their own homes and this despite the 
numbers of children in schools.  Yet we continue to respond with fear when planning excursions and outdoor learning 
experiences, seemingly intent on reducing all risks and protecting children from normal bumps, grazes and minor injury. The 
table above shows an increase in injuries as children grow older, perhaps due to a lack of experience with risk in the earlier 
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years? 

Tim Gill calls for “the wholesale rejection of the philosophy of protection.” In its place, he argues we should embrace risk, 
uncertainty and challenge. (2011) 

Gill (2007) poses four arguments in support of risk in activity: 
 

1.     Helping children to learn to manage risk (understanding safety) 
2.     Feeding children’s innate need for risk with reasonable risks in order to prevent them finding greater un-managed 

risks to themselves 
3.     Health and developmental benefits 
4.     Developmental benefits including the building of character and personality traits  such as resilience and self-reliance 

Tim calls these “calls for proportion and balance”. 
 
Risk/Benefit   

Risk/benefit is an analysis of the benefits of an activity balanced against an estimation of the risks of that activity. 
 

The Health and Safety executive of the UK provides the following advice for those providing for “school trips and outdoor 
learning activities: 

School trips have clear benefits for pupils, and large numbers of successful visits and outdoor learning activities take place 
each year. 

Misunderstandings about the application of health and safety law may, in some cases, discourage schools and teachers from 
organising such trips. These misunderstandings stem from a wide range of issues but may include frustrations about 
paperwork, fears of prosecution if the trip goes wrong, and the belief that a teacher will be sued if a child is injured. 

This statement gives clear messages to tackle the myths about bureaucracy and prosecution. However, HSE has no 
influence on the levels and types of civil claims for compensation that may be made against schools or individual teachers. 

HSE fully supports schools arranging a wide range of out-of-school activities, which can include visits to museums, trips to 
the countryside or taking part in challenging and adventurous activities. HSE wants to make sure that mistaken and 
unfounded health and safety concerns do not create obstacles that prevent these from happening. 

This statement provides managers and staff in local authorities and schools* with a clear picture of HSE’s perspective on 
these issues. HSE wants to encourage all schools and local authorities to remove wasteful bureaucracy imposed on those 
organising trips and activities – so that focus is on how the real risks† are managed and not on the paperwork. Our primary 
interest is in real risks arising from serious breaches of the law, and any investigations are targeted at these issues. 
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Recognis ing the benef it  of learning away from the school 

Key message: ‘Well-managed school trips and outdoor activities are great for children. Children won’t learn about risk if 
they’re wrapped in cotton wool.’ 

HSE fully recognises that learning outside the classroom helps to bring the curriculum to life – it provides deeper subject 
learning and increases self-confidence. It also helps pupils develop their risk awareness and prepares them for their future 
working lives. Striking the right balance between protecting pupils from risk and allowing them to learn from school trips has 
been a challenge for many schools, but getting this balance right is essential for realising all these benefits in practice. 

Str ik ing the r ight  balance means that : 

• schools and staff focus on real risks when planning trips;  
• those running trips understand their roles, are supported, and are competent to !lead or take part in them;  
• the real risks are managed during the trip; and  
• learning opportunities are experienced to the full.  

Str ik ing the r ight  balance does not mean that :  

• every aspect is set out in copious paperwork that acts as a security blanket for those organising the trip;  
• detailed risk assessment and recording procedures aimed at higher-risk adventure activities are used when planning 

lower-risk school trips;  
• mistakes and accidents will not happen; and  
• all risks must be eliminated.  

What sta ff should expect from their schools ! 

Key message: ‘Teachers should expect their schools to have procedures that encourage participation, are proportionate to the level 
of risk and avoid bureaucracy.’  

Schools need to ensure that the precautions proposed are proportionate to the risks involved, and that their paperwork is 
easy to use. They should also take account of the assessments and procedures of any other organisations involved, and 
ensure that communications with others are clear. !10 The school’s arrangements for trips should ensure that:  

• risk assessment focuses attention on real risks – not risks that are trivial and fanciful;  

• proportionate systems are in place – so that trips presenting lower-risk activities !are quick and easy to organise, and 
higher-risk activities (such as those involving !climbing, caving or water-based activities) are properly planned and 
assessed;  

• those planning the trips are properly supported – so that staff can readily check !if they have taken sufficient precautions 
or whether they should do more. ! 
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What the school,  pupi ls and parents !should expect from staff  ! 

Key message: ‘Those running school trips need to focus on the risks and the benefits to people – not the paperwork.’ ! 

Staff running school trips should clearly communicate information about the planned activities to colleagues and pupils (and 
parents, where appropriate). This should explain what the precautions are and why they are necessary, to help ensure that 
everyone focuses on the important issues.  

It is important that those running school trips act responsibly by:  

• putting sensible precautions in place, and making sure these work in practice;  

• knowing when and how to apply contingency plans where they are necessary;  

• heeding advice and warnings from others, for example those with local !knowledge or specialist expertise (especially in 
respect of higher-risk activities).  

This document can be found online at: www.hse.gov.uk/services/education/school-trips.pdf. 
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Introduction 

Currently our society appears to be obsessed with achieving zero risk 
in play provision for our children. This has severely restricted the 
learning opportunities available to children and, according to research 
around the world, is negatively impacting on growth and development 
physically, emotionally and intellectually. 

Context 

‘All children and young people need to play. The impulse to play is 
innate. Play is a biological, psychological and social necessity, and is 
fundamental to the healthy development and well being of individuals 
and communities.” (Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group 2005 in A 
world without play: a literature review 2012) 
 
There is a danger in viewing play only as a tool for achieving other 
outcomes, such as learning or fitness, and of losing sight of the 
essence of play itself. We are in danger of  ‘play’ becoming 
transformed into structured activities with clear goals and aims rather 
than something that is self-directed, enjoyable and instinctive. It is only 
by following their own rules, in their own time, that children fully reap 
the benefits of playing.  
    
As adults we need to be aware of the importance of play and take 
action to promote and protect the conditions that support it. The 
guiding principle is that any intervention to promote play 
acknowledges its characteristics and allows sufficient flexibility, 
unpredictability and security for children to play freely’ (Lester and 
Russell 2010: 46). 
 

Children need to take 
risks when playing. Play 
provision within our 
schools should respond 
to this need and offer 
environments that will 
challenge and support 
the development of skills. 
In order to make risk a 
part of play provision we 
need to manage risk and 
balance benefits. 

 

Related documents: 

Risk and Adventure in Outdoor Learning Policy  

Managing Risk in Outdoor Learning Experiences 
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Play Provision and Risk 
 
Risk-taking is an essential part of children’s play. Managing that risk is the 
key to providing opportunities that support growth and development 
and keep children safe from unreasonable risk and injury. The balancing 
of these two is vital for our children’s health and development. 
 
The law expects leaders and others to manage significant risks as far as 
is reasonably practicable – this does not mean eliminating all risks. It 
follows that, for every experience, an appropriate person should decide 
if the balance between risk and opportunity is appropriate for the 
learners concerned. 

3

Risk/benefit analysis consciously balances the benefits of an experience 
against the intrinsic risks along with risk assessment. 

P lay, happiness and wel l-being 
 
The children who thrive enter school with strong communication skills. They are confident and self-assured, 
adept at making friends, persistent, creative, and excited about learning. These are the qualities that children 
acquire through play. (Segal 2004, 33) 
 
Physical  benefit s of p lay 
 
“Through their interactions with the environment during play, children gain control and ultimately mastery 
over their bodies with the development of a range of manipulative and motor skills. They learn new skills and 
concepts, discover the world, and learn about themselves and others through their interactions in a variety of 
social situations. Play also facilitates language development, creative thinking and problem-solving, and helps 
children deal with complex and competing emotions” (Dempsey & Frost, 1993; Wyver & Spence, 1999; 
Zeece & Graul, 1993 cited in Gleaves & Cole-Hamilton 2012).       
Several studies have shown that playing is good for developing motor functioning, and most infants and 
toddlers acquire fundamental movement skills through unstructured physical activity and play. Children who 
lack proficient motor skills often choose not to participate in physical activities as they get older, and as 
games become more competitive (Graham and others 2005 cited in Low Deiner and Qiu 2007). Better 
motor function has also been found to lead to fewer accidents (HC Netherlands 2004). 
 
Cognit ive benefi ts of  play 
 
Children's early experiences and interactions, including those during play, affect the way the brain develops 
and helps shape its structures (Shore, 1997).                
According to Piaget, play provides children with extensive opportunities to interact with materials in the 
environment and construct their own knowledge of the world, making play one of the most important 
elements of cognitive development (Zigler and Bishop-Josef 2009). As Elkind reflects: ‘Play is our need to 
adapt the world to ourselves and create new learning experiences’ (Elkind 2007: 3). 
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Others claim that playing contributes to children’s developing vocabulary, their understanding of different 
concepts, their ability to solve problems, their self-confidence and motivation, and an awareness of the needs of 
others (Zigler 2009). 
              
Constructive and imaginative play has been identified as most important for cognitive development (HC 
Netherlands 2004). Play involving arts, craft and design gives children the opportunity to develop the fine motor 
skills of hand and finger control, required for handwriting (Lindon 2007). 
       
“... willingness to engage in some risky activities provides opportunities to learn new skills, try new behaviours 
and ultimately reach our potential” (Little, H. & Wyer, S. 2008) 
 
 
 
Social  benefi ts of play 
               

   
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Aggressive behaviour has been linked to a lack of 
interesting and engaging environments and 
destructive behaviour is most common in boring 
spaces without trees, bushes or other natural 
boundaries. Bland environments such as these, 
mean that peer groups can feel it is difficult to 
have their own space or get away from each 
other (Bird 2007a; Bird 2007b). 

Sandseter and others (2011) provide compelling 
evidence that taking risks in play is a natural 
coping mechanism, which helps to reduce fears 
and tackle phobias. In this sense, risk-taking in play 
mirrors many aspects of cognitive behavioural 
therapy; by thinking less negatively about anxieties 
it can help to reduce anxious behaviour. Over-
protection can cause children to become more 
anxious and develop behaviours associated with 
anxiety throughout their lives.  
 

 

All children need nature. 

Not just the ones whose parents appreciate 
nature. 

Not only those children of a certain economic 
class or culture or set of abilities. 

Richard Louv 
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Emotional  benefi ts of  play  
 

“Risky play is a part of the normal process …that adapts the child to its current environment through first 
developing normal adaptive fear to initially protect the child against ecological factors, and thereafter risky play as 
a fear reducing behavior where the child naturally performs exposure behavior.” (Allen and Rapee, 2005 cited in 
Sanseter, E. and Kennair, L. 2011)  

 
Sandseter and Kennair suggest that a lack of risky play may be a part of the reason we are seeing a rise in mental 
health issues in our children.  Our fear of our children being injured and our determination to protect them may 
be coming at a very high cost. 
 
Research shows that playground injuries are most often “species normal” (that is injuries that have normally 
occurred throughout history) and do not result in permanent harm (Sandseter, E. and Kennair, L. 2011 p. 259). 
Further to this – most injuries are the result of children’s use of equipment rather than the equipment itself, 
suggesting that children’s need for excitement will influence how they use play provisions. 
 
Nature defic it   
             
Nature Deficit Disorder describes the human costs of alienation from nature, among them: diminished use of the 
senses, attention difficulties, and higher rates of physical and emotional illness. (Louv, R.  2005)  
  
Play that involves contact with nature appears to have a positive effect on recovery from stress and attention 
fatigue and on mood, concentration, self-discipline and physiological stress (Health Council of the Netherlands 
2004). 
 
The less children play outdoors, the less they learn to cope with the risks and challenges they will go on to face as 
adults … Nothing can replace what children gain from the freedom and independence of thought they have 
when trying new things out in the open. (Byron, T. cited in Hillsdon, M. 2009)  
 
Resil ience 
 
The complex nature of play makes it central to 
children’s developing resilience as they grow up. 
Lindon defines resilience as ‘an outlook for 
children and young people characterised by the 
willingness to confront challenges, with a sense of 
confidence that it is possible to deal with setbacks. 
Resilience is built from a foundation of emotional 
security that key, familiar adults will help’ (Lindon 
2007: 7). 
 

“No one will protect what they don’t care 
about; and no one will care about what 

they have never experienced.”  
Sir David Attenborough 
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Educating for sustainabil ity and play 

 
Adults who engage with nature from a young age are more likely to be motivated to protect the environment. 
The critical age for engagement appears to be before 12 years.  

In order to have scientists who work to discover more about the environment we need children who are 
exploring, investigating and getting deeply involved with all that nature has to offer. 

Widespread evidence suggests that the strongest environmental sensibilities in adulthood stem from childhood 
experiences of unstructured play in natural environments, including interactive (potentially damaging) activities. 
(Maudsley, M. 2007) 

 

Managing r isk in play provis ion 

According to statistics out of the UK the most dangerous place for a child to be is at home. And yet we continue 
to assume that ‘outside’ is a dangerous place for children to be. 

In Australia the statistics are similar: 

ACTIVITY AND LOCATION WHEN INJURED 
 
Australian children are generally physically active. Among 498,000 children aged 5-14 years who reported 
being injured recently, the most common activities these children had been undertaking at the time of 
injury were leisure activities (e.g. playing non-organised sport or games), and organised sports. In 2001, 
half of all recent injuries for children this age (51%) occurred during leisure activities, and around a third 
(27%) while children were playing sports. A further 17% occurred while attending school (Clapperton A. 
et al 2003). 
 
The most common locations at which 5-14 year olds received injuries were outside their own or 
someone else's home (32%), at school (30%), at a sports facility (20%), or inside their own or someone 
else's home (16%). (ABS) 

In June 2006, there were 4 million children aged under 15 years in Australia, representing one-fifth (19%) 
of the total population (ABS 2006a). Health gains brought about by better living conditions, education, 
medical care and vaccination would suggest that this generation of children should be the healthiest ever 
(Patton et al. 2005). However, there are emerging concerns related to rapid social change and the 
associated new morbidities such as increasing levels of behavioural, developmental, mental health and 
social problems (AIHW 2006). Early childhood in particular has become a key priority for Australian 
government and non-government organisations (AIHW 2006).  
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HEALTH CONDITIONS  

• In 2004-05, 41% of children aged under 15 years had a long-term health condition compared with 
44% in 2001 (ABS 2006 & ABS 2002).  

• Boys (44%) were more likely than girls (38%) to have a long term health condition.  
• Diseases of the respiratory system were reported for 19% of children - the main conditions were 

asthma (12%), hayfever and allergic rhinitis (8%) and chronic sinusitis (3%). 
• Diseases of the eye and adnexa were reported for 10% of children - the main conditions were long 

sightedness (4%) and short sightedness (4%).  
• Mental and behavioural problems were reported for 7% of children overall - these main 

conditions were behavioural & emotional problems with usual onset in childhood or 
adolescence (3%) and problems of psychological development (3%).  

HOSPITALISATION 

• Of total hospital separations in 2004-05, 528,100 (8%) involved children aged under 15 years (AIHW 
2007).  

• Certain conditions originating in the perinatal period (38%) and diseases of the respiratory system 
(13%) were the main causes of hospitalisation for children under one year of age (AIHW 2007).  

• Respiratory disease (25%) and injury (12%) were the main causes of hospitalisation of children aged 1-
14 years (AIHW 2007).  

• Rates of hospitalisation due to respiratory disease fell from 25% of children aged 1-4 years to 18% of 
children aged 5-9 years and 10% of children aged 10-14 years (AIHW 2007).  

• Among children, rates of hospitalisation due to injury increased with age and were higher for boys than 
for girls (ABS 2005a).  

• Other leading causes for hospitalisation among children included disorders related to short gestation 
and low birthweight (for children aged under five years) and chronic diseases of tonsils and adenoids 
(AIHW 2006). 

Major reasons for hospital separations for children aged 1-14 years, 2004-05  
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The ABS data suggests that schools are actually safer places for children to be than their own homes and this 
despite the numbers of children in schools.  Yet we continue to respond with fear when designing play provision, 
seemingly intent on reducing all risks and protecting children from normal bumps, grazes and minor injury. The 
table above shows an increase in injuries as children grow older, perhaps due to a lack of experience with risk in 
the earlier years? 

Tim Gill calls for “the wholesale rejection of the philosophy of protection.” In its place, he argues we should 
embrace risk, uncertainty and challenge. (2011) 

Gill (2007) poses four arguments in support of risk in activity: 
 

1.     Helping children to learn to manage risk (understanding safety) 
2.     Feeding children’s innate need for risk with reasonable risks in order to prevent them finding greater 

un-managed risks to themselves 
3.     Health and developmental benefits 
4.     Developmental benefits including the building of character and personality traits such as resilience and 

self-reliance 
Tim calls these “calls for proportion and balance”. 

 
Through PLAY children: 
 

• Take risks and make mistakes 
• Make choices that involve challenge 
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• Can be offered opportunities to use a range of tools safely  
• Experience a range of activities which will encourage children’s interest and curiosity  
• Can be assisted to build the confidence to take manageable risks in play  
• Develop an understanding of the need for safety when tackling new challenges 
• Learn to assess risks with help from adults  

 
Good pract ice 
 
In order that play provision provides rich experiences for children it needs to meet the seven objectives outlined 
below:  
 
Objective 1 

! The provision extends the choice and control that students have over their play, the freedom they enjoy and 
the satisfaction they gain from it. 

Objective 2 

! The provision recognises the student’s need to test boundaries and responds positively to that need. 

Objective 3 

! The provision manages the balance between the need to offer risk and the need to keep children safe from 
harm. 

Objective 4 

! The provision maximises the range of play opportunities.  

Objective 5 

! The provision fosters independence and self-esteem.  

Objective 6 

! The provision fosters student’s respect for others and offers opportunities for social interaction. 

Objective 7 

! The provision fosters the student's well-being, healthy growth and development, knowledge and understanding, 
creativity and capacity to learn. 
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(NPFA 2000 Best Play pp. 18-29) 

Quality play provision will provide opportunities for children to test their skills, to take risks and to explore nature. 
A key component of quality play provision is the role of the adult in supporting play and in enabling children by 
adopting a “culture of tolerance” towards children playing and exploring. 

Play provision should enable multiple uses of  spaces in order to respond to the needs and interests of a range of 
children.  

Risk/Benefit   

Risk/benefit is an analysis of the benefits of an activity balanced against an estimation of the risks of that activity. 
 

The Health and Safety executive of the UK provides the following advice for those providing for “children’s play 
and leisure”: 

. Key message: ‘Play is great for children’s well-being and development. When planning and providing play 
opportunities, the goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits. No child will learn 
about risk if they are wrapped in cotton wool’.  

. HSE fully recognises that play brings the world to life for children. It provides for an exploration and 
understanding of their abilities; helps them to learn and develop; and exposes them to the realities of the 
world in which they will live, which is a world not free from risk but rather one where risk is ever present. 
The opportunity for play develops a child’s risk awareness and prepares them for their future lives.  

Striking the right balance between protecting children from the most serious risks and allowing them to reap the 
benefits of play is not always easy. It is not about eliminating risk. Nor is it about complicated methods of 
calculating risks or benefits. In essence, play is a safe and beneficial activity. Sensible adult judgements are all that is 
generally required to derive the best benefits to children whilst ensuring that they are not exposed to 
unnecessary risk.  

Str ik ing the r ight  ba lance does mean:  

·  Weighing up risks and benefits when designing and providing play opportunities and activities  

·  Focussing on and controlling the most serious risks, and those that are not beneficial to the play activity or 
foreseeable by the user  

·  Recognising that the introduction of risk might form part of play opportunities and activity  

·  Understanding that the purpose of risk control is not the elimination of all risk, and so !accepting that the 
possibility of even serious or life-threatening injuries cannot be !eliminated, though it should be 
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managed  

·  Ensuring that the benefits of play are experienced to the full  

Str ik ing the r ight  ba lance does not mean:  

·  All risks must be eliminated or continually reduced  

·  Every aspect of play provision must be set out in copious paperwork as part of a !misguided security blanket  

·  Detailed assessments aimed at high-risk play activities are used for low-risk activities  

·  Ignoring risks that are not beneficial or integral to the play activity, such as those !introduced through poor 
maintenance of equipment  

·  Mistakes and accidents will not happen  

Conclus ion  

Play and exploration is a fundamental human right for all children, regardless of age, gender, culture, social class or 
disability. This must be reflected in the range of play environments and outdoor learning opportunities we offer 
children to ensure that all are able to engage in experiences that help improve their quality of life.      
 

“Although the term ‘risk-taking’ often has negative connotations, the reality is that the willingness to engage in 
some risky activities provides opportunities to learn new skills, try new behaviours and ultimately reach our 
potential. Challenge and risk, in particular during outdoor play, allows children to test the limits of their physical, 
intellectual and social development” (Little, H & Wyver, S, 2009). 
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