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Project Summary  

 

During Outdoor Play Week, children and their families were given the chance to take 

part in an exciting programme of free fun outdoor activities at venues around the 

South-East, aimed at encouraging more outdoor play. A survey was also carried out 

to try to find out what would encourage children to play outdoors more often. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Start and finish dates  

 

13th to 21st March 2010 

 
Aims and objectives  

 

·  to raise awareness of rising levels of childhood obesity and to encourage more 

outdoor play 

 

·  to contribute towards tackling childhood obesity by making children more 

physically active  

 

·  to encourage children and their families to be active in the outdoors by providing 

free activities either at Forestry Commission sites or around their home and local 

community 

 

·  to gather information from children on what they really want from playing outside 

 

·  to help improve health and well-being among children and their families 
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Target group  

 

Children under 5 living in the South-East of England, along with their parents, 

grandparents, carers and siblings. 

 

Delivery partners  

 

Outdoor Play Week was delivered by Active Start – Active Families (a subgroup of 

the South East Physical Activity Coordinating Team – SEPACT, set up by the 

Department of Health South East), in partnership with Play England, Natural 

England, the Forestry Commission, the Department of Health, the Play Leader 

Network and County Sports Partnerships representing local authorities. 

 

Funding  

 

Funding for the project was provided by the Department of Health South East, with 

match funding provided by all other organisations listed above in terms of staff time, 

facilities and resources, including venues and meeting rooms.  Special thanks go to 

volunteers on the day who gave their time freely. 

 

Background  

 

There were plenty of surprises in store for families down in the woods in March. 

 

Games, survival skills, den building, mask making, guided nature trails and cycling 

were among the free activities on offer at three Forestry Commission sites in the 

South-East as part of Outdoor Play Week. 

 

Whilst the initiative was keen to tempt children away from their TVs, computers and 

video games, it was also used as a consultation exercise to ask the children what 

would help them to play more outdoors, more often.   

 

Outdoor Play Week comes in the wake of research showing that children are 

spending less time playing outdoors than ever before. A survey for Natural England 

found that as little as 10 per cent of their time is spent outdoors1. The attraction of TV 

and computer entertainment takes much of the blame, with a recent Childwise survey 

finding that, on average, children spent nearly five and a half hours a day in front of a 

screen2.  
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Current recommendations suggest that children should have an hour of moderate to 

vigorous physical activity every day to maintain good health. This level of exercise is 

reached for just 20-30 minutes on an average school day, compared with one and a 

half hours on a day spent in the forest according to research3.  

 

Lack of daily opportunities to exercise is undoubtedly one of the factors behind the 

rising levels of childhood obesity, which Outdoor Play Week set out to challenge. 

According to National Child Measurement Programme (NCMP) data, 1 in 5 of 5-year-

olds are obese or overweight by the time they start school, rising to 1 in 3 when they 

are in year six and about to leave primary school at the age of 114. 

 

Helen Wallace from the Forestry Commission said: “Children can experience a whole 

raft of benefits from outdoor play including improved physical fitness, greater 

emotional well-being, improved self-esteem, confidence and better social skills. 

Spending time outside in nature also puts children in touch with their senses and has 

a calming effect, helping them to cope with stress. It just takes a bit more thought to 

have fun outdoors.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How it worked  

 

Outdoor Play Week centred around three organised events at Forestry Commission 

sites at Alice Holt Forest in Surrey, Bedgebury Pinetum in Kent and Wendover 

Woods in Buckinghamshire. Held over two consecutive weekends in March 2010, 

they offered a wide range of free activities, including games, minibeast and 

scavenger hunts, bushcraft skills, den building, orienteering, cycling, nature trails and 

mask making. 
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Although some of the workshops, such as bushcraft training, featured specially 

commissioned leaders, most of the activities were organised and led by staff and 

volunteers from the Forestry Commission, Natural England and the Play Leaders 

Network. Play England and Department of Health South-East staff were also on hand 

to carry out the consultation side of the project, collecting ‘leaves’ on which children 

wrote their views about outdoor play. 

 

In order to make the project a truly regional event, covering the whole of the South-

East of England, children’s centres, families, schools and communities were 

encouraged to hold their own healthy outdoor events under the Outdoor Play Week 

banner. Advice was made available from the project web site, 

www.wellbeingsoutheast.org.uk where organisers could also download the 

consultation ‘leaves’ to use at their events. Members of the public were also given 

the opportunity to express their views about the best ways to encourage exercise via 

an online consultation. 

 

Achievements  

 

·  Forestry Commission staff reported a big turn-out, saying that their car   parks 

had never been so full before in March. 

·  At Bedgebury, 245 people attended over 2 days, with 72 children taking part in 

Camouflage Capes and Woodland Creatures organised by Natural England and 

173 people taking part in the den building 

 

·  At Wendover, 291 people attended over 2 days with 70 people joining the 

scavenger hunt 

 

·  At Alice Holt, 160 children and 190 adults attended over one day with 37 bikes 

being hired out via Quench 

·  3 additional events in Medway were registered on the Outdoor Play Week web 

site attracting a total of 167 children  

 

·  There were 291 responses to the consultation questionnaire: ‘What would make 

you play more?’  
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Looking Forward  

 

The results of the consultation will be published on the Outdoor Play Week web site. 

A toolkit based on these results and incorporating positive messages from the 

Change 4 Life campaign will then be produced to encourage families to play outside 

with their children. 

 

Evaluation  

 

Evaluation of the event was carried out by Play England, which also carried out the 

consultation on children’s play preferences. 

 

Challenges and learning points  

 

Outdoor Play Week was a tremendous success, with higher visitor numbers than 

average noted at all three Forestry Commission sites, plus extra outdoor play events 

taking place across the region via the web site. Over 700 children took part in the 

organised events at the forestry commission sites with enough responses to ensure a 

meaningful consultation on children’s play. 

 

Future learning points include: 

 

·  The need for wider and earlier publicity for the events. Several children’s centres 

expressed interest after the event and would have liked more notice 

 

·  Greater collaboration with other health programmes such as change4life and 

Forestry Commission events 

 

·  Use of different sites to ensure it reaches the maximum number of people.  
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Feedback and quotes  

 

Heidi Brown, Hemel Hempstead - “Events like this are a good idea. They show 

people what’s going on in the outdoors.” 

 

“I like to get out with my kids into the woods. It’s nice getting out into open spaces. 

We came up on bikes. It’s good to get out into the fresh air, have a ride and get them 

to sleep!” 

 

“The more active I can get them, the 

better. I’m keen on them doing activities 

that they have to think about, like 

decorating their own masks. It means 

they have to make their own 

entertainment, not just click on a 

mouse.” 

 

 

Angela Redden, Aylesbury - “I’ve got a lot of friends who would not come out in this 

kind of weather. My kids would rather go outside and climb trees and get muddy. We 

go out in any weather.” 

 

“As children we were out all the time. We were only allowed half an hour a day of TV. 

Nowadays there’s a big fear factor involved in kids playing outside.”  

 

Lucy Evans, Phil Alexander, Lawrence Rose 

– High Wycombe and Aylesbury - “All 

children should do this. I home school my 

children so it’s a lot easier for us to come 

down to the woods whenever we feel like it. 

We’re always looking for stuff like this to do.” 

 

“A day out in the woods has still got its place.”  

 

“When I was young, you got your lunch then your parents wouldn’t see you till tea 

time because you’d be out playing. Now, there’s the slightest drop of rain and people 

run inside.” 
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“It’s a good use of Forestry Commission resources.” 

 

Clare Dutton, Jeremy Frost, Aylesbury - “There’s a quite a variety of things to do. It’s 

good for the children to learn about nature.” 

 

Rick Eveleigh - “My friend works for the Forestry Commission and told us about it. My 

children already play outdoors a fair bit. They’ve always liked it. They’ve got different 

activities here for them to try, so there’s enough variety to keep them happy.” 

 

Wendy Goddard - “I think it’s great. It’s really up his street. He does a lot of similar 

stuff at school. It’s playing like we used to when we were kids – not afraid of them 

getting dirty.” 

 

“It’s so important to get them out. We saw the sign as we were driving past. They 

love the obstacle course. We need more of this kind of thing – maybe once a term.” 

 

Shelley Piggott - “It’s fantastic, it’s what they need to be doing: den building and face 

painting – getting out into the fresh air but with a structure around it. 

 

We come here quite often. So it’s a question of getting to the people who wouldn’t 

normally come to the woods.” 

 

“The main thing is to get kids out of doors and away from their computers.” 

 

Jo Mason, Forestry Commission, Wendover Woods - “We just want to get kids out 

and about more outside. The missing link is that kids don’t do spontaneous play on 

their own. So the idea is to give the help to start investigating things on their own.” 

 

“Once they can do these small things, perhaps they’ll want to investigate the woods 

further. Kids really like getting out into the woods.” 

 

“We’ve chosen activities that kids could easily come and do on their own, like lawn 

darts. They’re also designed to make them notice more things around them. For 

instance, by playing tree bingo, they can see that not every tree is the same as the 

one next door to it and the scavenger hunt makes them look at the forest floor.” 
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“Put together, these activities help them to look at forests in a new way – a stick isn’t 

just a stick. I liken it to a trip to the beach – you don’t need much to have a lot of fun.”  

 

Rod Anderson-Boyle, activity leader - “A 5 or 6 year old can easily build a survival 

shelter. It requires no tools or special skills. It’s just learning not to make it too high or 

fancy: parents tend to overcomplicate things. You just need to keep it nice and 

simple.” 

 

“If you can teach the kids to build the structure, they can pass on their knowledge to 

the adults. It gives them self-confidence and self-esteem.” 

 

“I tell them that kids were doing what they are doing on the same spot 10,000 years 

ago. It helps them to take ownership of the landscape.” 

 

Contact details  

 

Julie Foxton 

Physical Activity Coordinator for the Early Years 

Department of Health - South East 

 

Tel.: 07500 124744 

Email: Julie.Foxton@dh.gsi.gov.uk 

Web: http://www.wellbeingsoutheast.org.uk 
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