Concerns grow over children's declining playtime, says report
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An interim report released by the Raising the Nation Play Commission has raised alarm over the declining amount of playtime that children are experiencing both at home and in school. The report, which highlights a range of contributing factors, urges the Government to take action to restore dedicated playtime for children amid growing concerns that play is being increasingly “squeezed out” of their lives.
The commission was established by Paul Lindley, the founder of organic baby food brand Ella’s Kitchen, in collaboration with the Centre for Young Lives, a think tank co-founded by Baroness Anne Longfield, the former children’s commissioner for England. The inquiry's findings indicate that technological distractions and demands on children’s time are leading to a decline in both outdoor play and overall leisure time.
Surveys dating back to 1995 reveal a significant reduction in the average total break time enjoyed by children in England’s schools. The report found that children in Key Stage 1, aged five to seven, now experience an average of 23 minutes less breaktime per week compared to their counterparts in 1995. Additionally, some schools have even been reported to “punatively withhold break times” as a disciplinary measure.
The interim report identifies several barriers that are limiting children’s opportunities to play, including the closure of playgrounds, increased traffic, and the prevalence of “no ball games” signs in communal areas. The report states: “A curriculum with such a narrow emphasis on rote learning and examinations, reinforced by a highly pressurised accountability system, has led many schools and teachers to view breaktimes as nothing more than a loss of valuable teaching time.”
Baroness Longfield commented on the findings, stating, “Generations of children are now growing up spending less time playing, less time outside, less time with their friends, and more time inside, glued to phones and social media. Play is being squeezed out of their lives, and the consequences for their mental and physical health, and their development, are dire.” She welcomed the Government’s attention to improving opportunities for children, emphasising that the report proposes “positive, workable, evidence-based proposals” towards achieving those aims.
Paul Lindley also voiced his concerns, pointing to a cultural shift against play. “An anti-play, no-ball-games culture has emerged. Hundreds of playgrounds have closed, half of all youth centres have gone, school playing fields have been sold,” he remarked. He stressed that children are losing hours of play time monthly at school, leading to an increase in health and happiness issues among young people.
The report calls for the Department for Education (DfE) to ensure designated time for breaks within the school day, along with guidance to prevent the punitive withdrawal of playtime. It also suggests that Ofsted incorporate measures to assess the value schools place on play in their evaluations. Furthermore, a review of the “no-ball-games” signs and a national campaign encouraging parental engagement in play activities are also recommended.
Pepe Di’Iasio, general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL), acknowledged the significance of playtime, stating, “Playtime has a very important role both inside and outside of school,” while noting that educational institutions are faced with balancing numerous pressures, including delivering a comprehensive curriculum. Di'Iasio articulated the need for careful consideration regarding the allocation of time for play in schools against the backdrop of these educational expectations.
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