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By Dr. Bedingfield
It was ironic to see that the medical journal PEDIATRICS had an article earlier this year expounding on the importance of play in childhood (January 2007, pp 182-191). What an interesting reflection on child rearing in the 21st Century that the same journal that informs physicians about the latest pediatric information and technology felt the need to remind us all of the importance of play!

Yet the article, a clinical report from the American Academy of Pediatrics formally titled "The Importance of Pay in Promoting Healthy Child Development and Maintaining Strong Parent Child Bonds", made a number of points that should be heard, not only by pediatricians, but by parents as well.

** "Play is so important to optimal child development that it has been recognized by the United Nations High Commission for Human Rights as a right of every child."
** "Play allows children to use their creativity while developing their imagination, dexterity, and physical, cognitive, and emotional strength."
** "When play is allowed to be child-driven, children practice decision-making skills, move at their own pace, discover their own areas of interest, and ultimately engage fully in the passions they wish to pursue. Ideally, much of play involves adults, but when play is controlled by adults, children acquiesce to adult rules and concerns and lose some of the benefits play offers them particularly in developing creativity, leadership, and group skills."
** "It has been suggested that encouraging unstructured play may be an exceptional way to increase physical activity levels in children, which is one important strategy in the resolution of the obesity epidemic."
** "Parents are receiving carefully marketed messages that good parents expose their children to every opportunity to excel, buy a plethora of enrichment tools, and ensure their children participate in a wide variety of activities... It is less clear, however, at what point a young person may be "overscheduled" to their developmental detriment or emotional distress."
** "The decrease in free play can also be explained by children being passively entertained through television or computer/video games."

We live in an era where four-year-olds are enrolled in organized sports and older children get chauffeured from one organized activity to another. It is good to be reminded that "quality time" for children (and their families) can be as simple as a trip to the playground, a walk through a forest, a bike ride, or a game of catch. Very young children thrive when grown-ups get down on the floor and play at their level. And it is vital that we allow (urge?) children to simply "go outside and play."

One of the most essential things that we, as adults, can teach our society's children is the importance of unstructured play. Ideally then, our children will turn around and return the favor.
