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To most, this looks like a mess: junk, dirt,

and a headache to clean up. But in

reality, it’s so much more.

I have watched children play for countless

hours, for years. I have watched them

create, squabble, build, problem-solve,

and invent.

I see the same materials being used

repeatedly, yet always in a slightly

different way. It never ceases to amaze

me, the creativity that young children

possess.

So, as I walked by our dirt pit, as I do

most days, I stopped and watched. A

group of children had been working in the

hot sun. Despite plenty of shade and

water features available, I was told they

were “hard at work.”
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WHY THIS PICTURE
IS EVERYTHING. 

written by: Emily McCue,  mS, OTr/:L 

What you see here is a baseball stadium.

The center—the pitching diamond—with

an actual oversized diamond pool toy to

top it off.

The wheelbarrow on the left? The first set

of bleachers. The black crates? Stadium

seating, of course.

The upside-down recycling bin and paint

buckets? More seats for fans. 

This was a 20-minute project for the kids.

They collaborated, moved, dug, dumped,

stacked, and rearranged until it felt just

right. It was uninterrupted free play—

arguably one of the most important things

lacking in childhood right now.

As societal pressure pushes for busier

schedules and more academics, and 
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Structured activities, a session of

unstructured play is literally what the

doctor ordered.

In 2018, the American Academy of

Pediatrics (AAP) released a clinical report

urging doctors to educate and encourage

parents to make more time for

unstructured play. “Play prescriptions” are

even written by some pediatricians. The

message is clear: “Daily time for free play

is essential.”
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This picture serves as an important

reminder: free play is not wasted time. It

is a rite of passage. It is a time to develop

independence, confidence, and skills that

can only be gained through free play.


