
Risky Play
What? Why? How?



Visit us at our 
table to learn 

more!

https://jeffersfoundation.org/



Setting the stage…

Turn & talk to your neighbor(s) 

Share about your childhood 
memories of playing outside. What 
experiences and activities come to 

mind? 
What is your perception of what adult 

supervision was like?







Agenda
● Risky Play: 

○ Definition: What is it?
○ Benefits: Why reasonable risk is 

GOOD!
○ When is risky play not beneficial?

● Examples of risky play in preschool:
○ How to provide beneficial risk
○ How to manage risky activities

● What does risky play look like in your 
classroom or program?
○ Where does risky play fit in with my 

teaching philosophy? My beliefs 
about children as learners? Our 
program’s mission?



Anna Dutke
Facebook: Minnesota Early Childhood Outdoors 

(MNECO)
Website: www.MNEarlyEdOutdoors.com
Email: MnEarlyEdOutdoors@gmail.comJeffers Foundation

ISD 196 Nature Preschool Teacher & 
TOSA

“If a child is to keep alive his inborn sense of wonder, he needs the companionship of at 
least one adult who can share it, rediscovering with him the joy, excitement, and mystery of 

the world we live in.”
Rachel Carson





Nature is everywhere, we just need 
to learn to see it.” Emma Marris





Risky Play

What are the first words that 
come to mind?





Natural 
Elements

Real 
Tools



Risky Play Reflection
Which activities did you seek out as a 

child?

Which activities do you see your 
children or students seeking out?

Which activities do you struggle the 
most with allowing your own children 

or students participate in?



ACTIVITY
Where do you provide opportunities for children 

to engage in the following types of risk?
1. 1. Great Heights
2. 2. Rapid Speeds
3. 3. Dangerous Tools
4. 4. Dangerous Elements
5. 5. Rough & Tumble
6. 6. Disappearing/Getting Lost

What are the benefits?

Any activities that 
you don’t currently 
provide, but would 

like to do so



Risky Play
Goal: Provide challenge/risk while offering protection 
from unacceptable harm. 

Provide experiences where the benefit of participating is 
greater than the likelihood of experiencing a severe 

injury. Risk of severe injury occurring is low. 

Hazards: Difficult or impossible for children to identify 
themselves. There is no benefit for children to experience 
these.  (eliminate or identify)

“The more risks you allow children to take, the better 
they learn to take care of themselves.” (Roald Dahl)



Risk Hazard
Easily identifiable (children notice) Difficult to assess (for children) 

Yields growth Causes harm / is dangerous 

Children can approach with a base 
of knowledge

Child doesn’t have knowledge or or 
can’t think about (plan for) in the 

moment

There is an element of control - 
Children have a choice 

Lack of Control - children can not 
see to make a choice 



Change “No” to “Yes”
What does acceptable risk look like for 

this activity?

What conditions (gear, activity location, 
etc) need to be in place to support this 

activity?

What do the children need to be able to 
do or understand? What supports can 

be put in to place to help?

What do adults need to be successful in 
supporting this?





“It’s a beautiful day for outdoor learning!”



What’s harmful? What’s not?
Engage students in understanding the “why”

Check your facts… myths vs reality

Validate concerns & personal experiences



What to do when a child is making you nervous?



What’s Your Plan?



Role of Adults
● Creating space for activities to occur 

and set parameters & limits as 
necessary

● Teach & re-teach expectations
● Be aware of, and make decisions to 

remove or limit known & emerging 
hazards. 

● Know your students!
● Zones: 

● Spread out!
● Trade off roles: Supervisor vs 

Engager



What to think about:
● Wet Skin + Cold = Frostbite

○ Face: Chewing on face masks, jackets, etc. 
■ Neck gaiters that can be turned vs the one piece head & neck ones

○ Wrists: Wet sleeves from washing hands or snow
■ Solution: Wipes or hand sanitizer

○ Wet hands from removing gloves
■ Dry & warm up with hand warmer before returning to mitten

○ Wet Socks
■ Waterproof boots
■ Elastic over snow boots
■ Tall boots

● Strong Winds
○ Avoid playing near/under trees

● Lightning - Stay inside!

Weather



Stick Play
Student Expectations:

● Walking sticks on trail – no longer than hip height
● Walk when carrying sticks
● Sticks can’t be used to hurt someone
● During nature play, any sticks taller than you requires 2 people to move
● Break off branches before moving 
● Big sticks need big spaces.
● Watch out for people with sticks - be aware!

Additional Strategies:
● Stop and redirect once

○ Running
○ Sticks that are too big

● Lose out on playing with sticks for remainder of day
○ Using sticks to hurt others

● Create stick zones - sticks can be played with a certain 
way here 









Stop and Wait Spots

Student Expectations:

● Students should always stop & wait at the spot and only move 
on when the teacher says

● If they struggle with waiting, suggest sitting down at each spot. 

Additional Strategies:

If you can’t stop, than I can’t keep you safe when you run ahead so 
you need to stay behind (or next to) me. 

If child struggles staying next to or behind you, hold child’s hand

Allows students the freedom & responsibility to move ahead of the teacher 
on the trail

Stopping spots should be placed so you can see the next spot from the 
previous one – allows you to check & see if anyone is coming



Link to visuals

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1aIe0uz74N71Z_GSwVSkMv85cVcSxfxAX/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=111745434946458324273&rtpof=true&sd=true








Childhood Experiences Outdoors?
● What comes to mind when you think of your childhood experiences and the outdoors?

○ Organized sports/activities
○ On own or with friends? Organizing own games
○ With/without parent supervision

● Which activities from your own childhood would you or others in your family, struggle with allowing your own child to do?
Experiences Outdoors with your own children

● Favorite activities? Places/types of places?
● Struggles/barriers?
● Describe activities your child does when outside?

What do you think about when you hear the term “Risky Play?” 
Introduce Risky Play Handout 

● Which activities did you seek out as a child? 
○ What are the benefits of this activity?
○ What did you learn through the process? 

● Which activities does your child seek out?
○ What is your child learning in participating in these activities?

● Which activities are the hardest for you to support/manage?
Risk/Benefit Assessment. 

● What are the limits I can apply to certain risk-taking activities, but still let my child play?
Be Careful handout…

● Tone Matters
● If there is an emergency/concern, what do you do? Different voice? Whistle? Phrase? 

Weather/Gear Tips & Tricks (if time)
Reflection:

● What is something you are going to try and do or commit to?

Risky Play - ECFE 
Parent Ed Discussion

Lesson template

You can also use a similar 
flow/structure to facilitate 

conversations between 
teaching teams



Link to Resource

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1kJzXKqUb1JTGXTJF6fFzjxUEJkfr0nnXpj6-09_jB4A/edit?usp=sharing








Website to download Free 
Guidebook

Website to learn more about 
this resource

https://sites.google.com/view/mncnc/home/current-projects?authuser=0
https://sites.google.com/view/mncnc/home/current-projects?authuser=0
https://naturalstart.org/nature-based-preschool-professional-practice-guidebook
https://naturalstart.org/nature-based-preschool-professional-practice-guidebook


bit.ly/mnafeeRiskyPlay

Questions?

Mnearlyedoutdoors@gmail.com

Take the path that works for you, 
your program, and your students. 



MDE Resources



MNECO: Minnesota Early Childhood Outdoors

Registration Link

Find a NEST near you!

Event Schedule:
8:30: Participant check-in at UMD
9:00-11:15: Keynote Presentation & 
Discussion Groups: “All Relatives Share 
Empathy: Infusing an Empathy-based 
Pedagogy in Your Teaching Practice” 
(details below)

Break/Networking (15 Min)
11:30-12:20: Breakout Sessions
12:30-1:30 PM: Lunch on your own
1:30-4:30 PM: Site visits of Duluth-area 
nature-based programs
5:00 PM: Social gathering at Ursa Minor 
Brewing

https://forms.gle/9ocpZs13kzFVbJ8q6
https://www.mnearlyedoutdoors.com/mneco-nests


OakiWear 25% Coupon for Families
https://oaki.com/

Coupon Code: JeffersFoundation

https://oaki.com/


Link to session google drive folder: 
handouts, pictures of posters, etc.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1meEupBUtBq5W-nA1lAy8bSI62nPZw9SV?usp=sharing

