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Free Play Ideas: 
 

 Dolls, blocks, 

Leggos, molding 

clay, crayons, 

markers and paper, 

allow for creative 

unstructured play. 

 Outdoor play in 

healing green space     

encourages all 

kinds of physical 

fun, such as build-

ing forts, playing 

on new playgrounds 

and climbing trees.  

 Playing dress-up or 

crafting silly to 

serious dramas are 

both symbolic play.   

Imaginative props, 

or ideas can be 

used to reenact 

familiar roles.  

 Offer sand and   

water for fantasy 

work building sand 

castle landscapes. 

Providing tools lets 

kids construct and 

test using these 

organic mediums. 

 

In my clinical work, I see 

many anxiety issues in the 

young people that come in 

for treatment. According 

to ADAA (2018,) these 

issues now affect 25.1% of 

kids between ages 13-18.  

Anxiety rose statistically 

for young people ages 3-18 

from 6.4% in 2012 to 

7.1% in 2018 (Bitsko, 

2018; Ghandour, 2018). 

These types of concerns 

are rising in the general 

population. But while worry 

is a normal part of growing 

up, if left unaddressed, 

research shows kids are at 

higher risk for poor school 

performance, missing out 

on key social experiences 

and potentials for drug 

abuse. As there are sundry 

reasons to account for the 

rise in cultural anxiety, 

many kids tell me they are  

just ‘overwhelmed’ by the 

pressures of feeling   

measured for everything 
at school and pushed to 

compete with their peers. 

Eighth-grade kids come in 

with urgent concerns 

about having to hurry in 

their decisions to choose 

an optimal future career. 

We know that anxiety 

and depression correlate 

significantly with a    

person’s sense of control 

over their lives. Now kids 

feel a loss of control with  

all the excess structures 

and expectations asked of 

them. There is evidence 

that young people today 

are, on average, more 

oriented toward extrinsic 

goals (material rewards 

and working for other’s 

approval). But are less      
focused on intrinsic goals 

School is out for the summer! Kids have disappeared through the open doors of 

the school for almost 10 weeks of frolic and community adventure. In mind are 

mysteries, treasures and excitement yet to be discovered. This idea of a 

youthful utopia is valid for some lucky kids. But for the vast majority,      

summertime indicates a mere cyclic swing from one array of programmed, 

adult-managed lessons and activities to another. I hear parents frequently 

saying it is imperative to keep their children busy for fear of their getting 

into mischief, or even more concerning; the dreaded potential for them to get 

(Continued on page 2) 

(feeling capable in endeavors 

of one’s own choosing). With 

a focus on external gratifi-

cation there comes a greater 

sense of a loss of control, 

as lofty aims (such as high 

income or status) depend on 

many factors independent of 

the person themselves. This 

mindset can result in feelings 

of unease about one’s     

future. A kid’s option to 

explore on their own, free 

from direct adult guidance 

has certainly been curtailed. 

Yet what lies in the rare 

opportunities for relaxed, 

independent down-time is a 

vital chance to learn how to 

manage their own lives and 

emotions. In solving personal 

issues, being self-sufficient 

and developing competence in 

pursuit of interests, mastery 

and confidence are built 

carrying them far into the 

not so distant future.  

https://www.pgpedia.com/b/block-play
https://www.pgpedia.com/c/climbing
https://www.pgpedia.com/s/symbolic-play
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 Accepting new  

adults, families and children 

 

‘bored.’ Well it seems that boredom is good, as it 

teaches children how to cope with this natural human 

experience. Exposure to the growing edge of tedium is 

what incites people to ‘create’ in order to escape an 

unpleasant mental or physical state. “Unscheduled, 

unsupervised playtime is one of the most valuable   

educational opportunities we give our children. It is 

fertile ground; the place where children strengthen 

social bonds, build emotional maturity, develop their 

cognitive skills and shore up their physical health” 

(Lahey, 2014). In recent research, it has been found 

that the less time children spend in structured     

activities, the more they have a chance to develop 

executive functioning skills. These cognitive skills are 

very important to a child’s future success. Abilities 

for thinking and planning ahead, good organization, 

managing one’s own challenging emotions, knowing how 

to begin and end a task and to shift smoothly amid 

activities are essential. Executive functioning skills 

are a key piece of school readiness and a strong  

predictor of a child’s academic performance that 

leads to positive life outcomes. As a proponent of play 

for young and old alike, I know that the concept of 

‘free-play’ is critical to growth. It is nature’s way of 

teaching children they are not helpless. Away from all 
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the adult directives, young people can explore 

and learn to be in charge of their own lives, 

make decisions, solve problems, as well as to 

formulate and adhere to their own set rules. In 

terms of friendships, kids can learn (by trial and 

error) how to get along with others for the sake 

of relationships rather than to simply avoid  

getting in trouble with the adults.  

So this summer, if you want to give your kids an 

advantage over their next school year, surrender 

the time you have already reserved for chess 

lessons or tennis camp to allow your child to just 

play. That’s it; just play. Permit them some  

unscheduled time away from academic grooming 

and painstakingly planned, goal-oriented learning. 

Allow your young ones time to have complete 

control over their fanciful kingdoms. Embrace 

their wicked creatures, commanding sorcerers, 

prowling military forces and grand battles for 

territorial domination. Allow these themes to be 

crafted according to your child’s own mind.  

Honing the ability to self-direct through free 

play creates independent students who are   

terrific critical thinkers that can better our 

world rather than students who are guided    

unthinkingly from one task to the next.  

“Some Old-Fashioned 
Things, like Sunshine 
and Fresh Air, are 

Hard to Beat.”                
- Laura Ingalls Wilder 

http://www.fivecentnickel.com/2008/12/17/homemade-christmas-gifts-18-do-it-yourself-ideas/

