

Children’s right to play

Introduction

International Play Association (IPA) Canada reviewed Canada’s 2009 Third and Fourth report on implementation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and found that article 31 was not mentioned by either the federal government or the provincial and territorial governments. The sections in the report devoted to articles 28, 29 and 31 are focused on education (article 28) and on linguistic and cultural identity (article 29). Yet there are concerns about Canadian children’s right to play; to safe play and to have a say in shaping play experiences. There are strong links between play and learning, health, work, protection, participation and the best interests of children, but there has been little policy development in this area. 

Understanding the Right to Play

Play is not created by adults for children; it is behaviour children initiate themselves. Play is spontaneous, self-motivated and controlled by the child. Ideally, the adult role sets the stage and facilitates, supporting rather than directing children’s play.  The terms “free play” or “spontaneous play” are often used to distinguish this from organized recreational, sport and learning activities, which also have important roles in child development. Recent research
 confirms that there is a direct relationship between play and children’s well being. Play contributes to children’s brain development, enhances creativity and builds resilience to stress factors in their environment, among other benefits. The right to play in Article 31 includes both informal play and opportunities to engage in age-appropriate, structured activities such as artistic, cultural, and recreational activity. 

Conditions for Exercising the Right to Play

Children have a natural urge to play, but this does not guarantee that their play needs are met. Two significant conditions for unstructured free play to flourish are adequate time and appropriate space. These conditions are changing dramatically in Canada, affecting the opportunities children have for play.   Changes include:

· Children’s “free” time is decreasing due to the increase of two-parent working families and the shift in public policy towards early education. Increasing workloads limit parent’s time and energy to play with their children and this in turn results in children spending more time in organized programs. Canadian parents are increasingly choosing structured activities and lessons over free play time, not just for school aged children, but also for preschoolers.
 

· Many professionals working with children in institutional education, day care and recreation settings do not sufficiently appreciate the value of play in children’s lives, nor do they understand their own critical role in play provision. There is little play content in their professional development curricula. Children would benefit from an increase in knowledge of play by architects, landscape and interior designers, planners, health professionals, teachers, early learning and care providers, coaches, and recreationists. Even in traditional bastions of children’s play theory, such as early childhood education and recreation, there is increasing pressure to teach skills and to conform to a market-driven mindset.
· For the first time in history, more children live in cities than in rural settings, where traffic and land-use patterns have changed the natural play territory of childhood. Places for unstructured, free play are increasingly restricted in Canadian cities. Spontaneous or free play is important for children in both the natural and built environments. Open space is diminished due to competition for urban land and commercial priorities for its use. The built environment, such as town squares, shopping malls, etc. does not always anticipate, plan for or even permit children playing. Traffic is a serious and increasing hazard in many communities. Children would benefit from putting a higher priority on play space, particularly in multi-family housing.  Rental or sale agreements should avoid restrictions on the normal play and recreation activities of children - across all ages. 
· 96% of major municipalities surveyed in Canada have policies that hinder or limit children’s physical activity and recreation, such as by-laws that prohibit skateboarding or road hockey. Decision-makers and planners should apply a ‘child friendly lens’ to policy affecting young people in public space and involve children themselves as much as possible. Examples of initiatives that may be considered are: preservation of undeveloped land, parks that are close to schools and jointly planned with schools, community gardens where children can care for plants, prioritizing children’s best interests over others (e.g. requiring leashes on dogs in public parks unless a safe, enclosed area is provided), and providing parks and open space that offer children opportunities for climbing, challenge and adventure. 
· One of the reasons that parents are choosing structured recreational and sports activities over free play is that they no longer consider neighbourhoods safe for independent play. Fear of abduction and abuse has become a real threat to children’s free play, particularly outdoor play. Efforts need to be made by municipal programmers, parents and community groups, for children to have opportunities to play with other children in safety, especially in high-risk neighbourhoods. 
Implications of the Right to Play

There is a need for a paradigm shift in the way playgrounds are conceived. The 20th century version of   public playgrounds represented a very narrow view of children’s play.  With the mixed blessing of safety regulations, playgrounds are becoming less challenging and less interesting to children. Taking risk, such as climbing, building with tools, skateboarding, etc. is a necessary part of natural growth and development, as is interacting with the natural environment. Children need a wide range of play possibilities, which would be ensured through a greater variety of play material and by involving children in the planning process. Additionally, school grounds are currently not valued as important settings for play although students spend approximately 25 percent of their time at school on school grounds. The lack of play value is manifested in hard surfaces devoid of trees, grass, and interesting places for children to play and socialize. There is a need for provincial and/or school district leadership to address the under-utilization of school grounds as places where children’s natural development is enhanced. 

Failure to recognize the value of play contributes to diminishing opportunities for children to play. The current perception is that schoolwork and the learning of specific skills is the best path to “success” in the increasingly competitive world economy.
TV, computers, and computer games include elements of play. However, the number of hours children devote to screens of one kind or another can be damaging. The Canadian Paediatric Society recommends no “screen time” (TV, video games and computer) for children under age two, and a maximum of two hours per day for children older than two. Recent studies, however, suggest many children spend much more “screen time” than is advised (six hours per day on weekdays and seven on weekends), which may be correlated to increasing levels of obesity and poor mental and physical health. The average age at which children begin to watch TV is five months; more than 90% begin watching before age two. 
Only 36% of 2-3 year olds and 44% of 4-5 year-olds regularly engage in unstructured physical activity every week. Only 12% of school-age children achieve Canada’s guideline of 90 minutes of physical activity every day; 31% have 60 minutes. Only 27% of parents say they know what Canada’s physical activity guidelines are.

Protecting the right to play is to protect children’s right to be free to explore and discover the physical and social world around them.  In addition to parents, all orders and departments of government have a responsibility to ensure that public policies protect and provide appropriate and equal opportunities for children’s cultural, artistic, recreational, and leisure activity. The barriers to play in children’s lives are best known to children themselves, yet they are rarely consulted or involved in planning their environments.  

Children’s right to play includes organized sport and recreation, though this form of play has different benefits than unstructured play and different concerns. Access to organized sports, which are linked to higher overall levels of physical activity and other benefits in children, is linked to income disparity.  49% of parents agree that cost is a barrier to accessing community sport and recreation programs. In schools, physical education is not offered on a daily basis in most jurisdictions. Manitoba is the only jurisdiction where it is mandated up to Grade 12. 

The Canada Fitness Tax Credit, introduced in 2008, was designed to encourage physical activity.  However, it benefits middle and upper income families more than low-income families, according to a study by the Toronto Social Planning Council. This increases disparity between children, in contradiction of the non-discrimination principle of the Convention. 

Freedom from Violence in Children’s Play

Sport programs are not always a safe space for children; the same types of violence and abuse found in families, communities and other settings can also occur in organized sports. Children experience verbal, physical and sexual violence perpetrated by adults and peers. Statistics Canada reported 242,000 sports related injuries in one year. Such high rates of injury must be addressed, especially when medical evidence of ways to prevent it is largely ignored in sport policy and organization. Children are sometimes placed in situations where the risk of injury is unreasonable and likely; penalties and rules that would curb risky behaviour are often not enforced. In Canada, children’s rights to protection, to have their best interests considered a priority, and to have a say in how their sporting experiences are shaped are compromised in some circumstances.
Children experience violence in sport in many ways:

· Psychological degradation or humiliation based on gender, sexual orientation, body shape or performance (for example, tolerance of anti-gay epithets and coach/athlete selections based on heterosexual identity); 

· Undue pressure on young athletes to achieve high performance;

· Sex required as a prerequisite for team selection or privileges; 

· Physically injurious or sexually degrading initiation (hazing) rituals;

· Bullying, including physical and verbal, by adults and peers;

· Nutrition and weight loss or weight gain regimes that lead to eating disorders such as anorexia or other health problems (these include food and fluid deprivation, prolonged exposure to saunas and other devices to promote sweating and weight loss, use of cathartics and prolonged physical exertion);

· Beatings and other physical punishment as a spur to improved performance;

· Injury through forced risk-taking in extreme environments and pressure to play while injured;

· Doping and the use of performance-enhancing substances;

· Peer pressure to use alcohol or addictive substances;

· Use of physical exercise as a punishment; 

· Denial of sufficient rest and care.

A Canadian athlete’s testimony sheds light on the abuse faced by some children in sport: 

“My coach physically abused his athletes during regular training on many occasions. The coach pulled, hit, pulled hair, and pushed athletes into the walls. He would also verbally abuse the athletes emotionally. I have waited many years to answer a survey like this, wanting someone to know how dangerous the coach was during the time I trained.”

Children in the context of sport are entitled to all the rights and protections enshrined in the Convention. It is the responsibility of adults to make children’s sport experiences safe and meaningful. In many sports, however, sports organizations are left to set their own standards and police themselves. 

A children’s rights perspective brings to the foreground the duty and accountability of governments and all involved adults; the need to ensure the best interests of children at all times in the context of sport; recognition of children’s evolving developmental needs, treating child athletes as children first; and respect for children’s right to consent and to have a voice in shaping their sport experiences.

Recent media stories and emerging scientific research have addressed certain aspects of violence against children in sport, such as injury (e.g., body-checking and concussion) and sexual abuse in hockey in Canada. The sale and trade of children from one team or league to another without their or their parent’s consent has been raised as a concern by the leadership in some sporting organizations. Overall, there is a lack of knowledge and little systematic effort to curb all forms of violence against children in all sport environments.  

Child athletes, especially if performing at a high level, may be treated as adults without sufficient regard for their developmental needs and protection. Additionally, with the growing commercialization and organization of children’s sport, children have less control over their sport experiences. Given competing interests including profit, winning at all costs, and fame, children’s best interests may not be prioritized and violence against or risk to children may be overlooked or excused. 

In some cases, violence that is illegal in other community contexts is considered acceptable in sport.  Some acts of violence in a sport context, such as “illegal” hits in hockey, are often subject only to internal standards and decisions about consequences, even when they breach criminal law. Standards of practice, in terms of rules and enforcement, are not responsive to emerging scientific evidence of harm. For example, the age threshold at which body-checking is introduced in hockey in minor leagues varies across Canada, with the government of Quebec setting the highest standard at 13 years and others at age 11 (the later is consistent with Hockey Canada policy):  there is no single national standard. The medical community emphasizes that children under 13 should not be body checking at all: if it is to be introduced it should be at age 15 and above.
Similarly, heading in soccer is unevenly regulated. Higher and more comprehensive standards of policy and practice that prioritize the best interests of children are required in some sport contexts (such as minimum age thresholds for body-checking in minor recreational hockey, and heading in soccer; and rigorous rules and penalties for dangerous play).
In Canada there is medical and academic research on some of these issues. There are examples of good policy and program initiatives from the sport community; and parent lobbies that address some concerns. In parliament, a motion in 2010 called for an inquiry into sport violence and its immunity from legal consequences. Public attention has focused on the culture of aggression in hockey, with particular attention on body checking and concussions, sexual abuse of young hockey players, and doping, among others.

 A missing element is clear public policies that address children as distinct from adults. The Canadian Sport Policy rarely addresses the specific needs and rights of children, for example. Sport organizations have responded with a variety of efforts to reduce bullying and abuse. These include: 

· Coaches of Canada’s support for the Joint Statement on the Physical Punishment of Children and Youth; 

· the National Coaching Certification Program run by the Coaching Association of Canada ( a coach training and certification program for 66 different sports);
· the Speak Out! campaign by Hockey Canada (training for coaches and encouraging young victims to report concerns about their own experiences and the experiences of others);
· the Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport’s True Sport strategy in collaboration with federal and provincial governments;
· the Government of British Columbia’s Prevention of Abuse and Violence in Sport initiative (provides online information for organizations on how to deal with harassment and abuse, including how to recognize abusive situations and whom to call for help);
· the growing standard of practice among sport organizations to screen adults involved in sport delivery to children against police records;
· the increase in legal penalties for the sexual exploitation of children, and the reform of the law to more tightly regulate the pardoning of those convicted.
Regardless of a number of excellent initiatives, Canada lacks a comprehensive child protection approach to sport that is applied evenly across all jurisdictions in all sport contexts. 
Recommendations:

· All Canadians can help by taking children’s right to play more seriously and considering its implications at the household level, community priorities, municipalities, and provincial and federal governments.   Civil society groups, such as the CCRC, IPA, and other can work with governments toward a comprehensive and cross-jurisdictional approach to children’s play policy and provision.  

· Everyone must act to ensure children’s participation in planning for play and in monitoring access to play using proven, recognized methods of consultation. Children are the experts on play and they can be reliable sources of information about their own lives. 

· Municipalities can assist by providing a diverse range of outdoor play possibilities, including natural settings, within reasonable proximity to children’s homes. Social and physical planners need to draw upon children’s experience to help produce conditions in which playfulness thrives, a key ingredient of child friendly cities.
 In the United Kingdom, each local authority must have a play strategy; this innovative approach could be adopted by municipalities in Canada with national leadership. 

· Schools, day care and early learning providers, communities and parents can work together to ensure a balance in children’s lives through offering engaging and healthy alternatives to sedentary and isolated activities including “screen time”. 
· Establish physical activity guidelines for children under six. A minimum of two hours of daily active playtime, including unstructured play, is recommended by Active Health Kids Canada.
· A national children’s plan will include measures to address all forms of violence, abuse, and exploitation, including those experienced in children’s sport.
· The Sport Canada Research Initiative should undertake a study on all forms of sport related violence against children to contribute to good policy and program development.

· Sport Canada should lead a national awareness-raising campaign for children, parents, coaches, sport organizations and corporate agencies involved in sport to build a stronger culture of respect in sport.

· Federal and provincial departments for sport should review the Canada Sport Policy and introduce a child-specific focus, recognizing the distinct status, developmental needs and rights of children. It should set high standards and promote good practices in child protection and injury prevention 

· Violent acts in the sport context that breach criminal law should be referred to statutory authorities, as well as addressed internally.

· Develop a system for measuring whether or not the country is making progress in implementation of children’s right to play.  This system would involve establishing national benchmarks in the provision of unstructured, free play, and developing a research agenda that begins to map the conditions that allow unstructured free play to flourish.  Aspects of existing data collection systems (e.g. National Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth
) may provide useful starting points. 
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