Search: Older People’s Participation Project

Consultation with older people about children’s play

As part of the WECDC consultation about children’s play, we talked to local older people during an interactive event on October 13th 2005.  The older people were interviewed by workers, using a semi-structured questionnaire.  About half of the interviews were recorded.  

Thirty-one people were interviewed.  About three-quarters were women. They covered a range of ages from fifty plus, with some people in their eighties or nineties.  The main questions were:

1. Where did you play when you were a child?  What sorts of games/activities did you play and what did you play with?

2. Where did your children play when they were young?  What sorts of games/activities did they play?

3. Where do/did your grandchildren play?  What sorts of games/activities do they play?

4. What is different now?  Why is it different?

Older people’s own experiences as children

The great majority of those interviewed had been children in the interwar years or during the Second World War.  Most had lived in the west end.  

Nearly everyone said that they had played in the streets, and especially the back lanes, as children.  A few mentioned parks: one person had lived near Leazes Park and often played there, and another talked about Denton Dene:

“Always in Denton Dene.  Beautiful.  Daisy field and bluebell field”.

A few people had lived outside the west end in more rural areas, and talked about playing on the beach or in fields.  

The common theme was that everyone remembered playing outside:

“Always outside”

People listed games they had played.  The most common were:

Skippies

Bays/ Hopscotch

Chasey

Knocky nine doors

Chucks

Hide and seek

Handstands

Top and whip

Various ball-games

There was very little mention of toys or equipment, or of adult intervention.  

“”We never got nothing bought for us.  You made do with what you had – kind of invented your own.”

“You made your own entertainment basically.”

“We made all our own fun – everything.  Cricket and rounders and handstands and skipping ropes – everything that your imagination could think of really.”

“We invented our own games.  We got groups together, played “knock the can” where you pelted a stone at a can and, if you knocked it over, everybody ran in different directions and you had to pick one out and they had to be the one that hit the can”

“Had a little den.  Candles.”

Play experience of the next generation

Most of those interviewed had children of their own.  They talked about how their children had played.  

In general, people reported that their children had played in similar ways to themselves.  Most had played mainly in the streets and the back lanes.  A few people mentioned that they had gardens where their children could play (not a feature of the previous generation) although they still played in the street as well.  Parks featured in several accounts.

“In the park at the end of the street because it was safe”

The same games were mentioned, as well as different ones. 

“More sophisticated games, but they still didn’t have money for fancy things – didn’t need things.  Cricket, rounders, other games – still in the back lane.”

“Like we played when we were young.”

“It was all from their own heads, all creating their own fun.”

Bikes were mentioned:

“They had bikes.  They could do that in those days.”

But, on the whole, toys and equipment were not significant features of play:

“Still didn’t have the money for fancy things.  Didn’t need things.  Played cricket, rounders and other games – still in the back lane.”

Not surprisingly as these were parents’ accounts, there was more sense of an adult presence in the children’s world.  

“We had back lanes when my children were little so they used to play in the back lanes.  But when I was a child we were never supervised, but when my kids were little we did tend to stand at the back gate and watch them .  Neighbours took turns in staying in the lane to make sure they stayed in the lane…  We looked after each other.”

“Out in the street.  We lived in a close.  People used to keep a look out for everyone.”

“You had neighbours then.  Not like today.”

“They stayed near the door.  But they had to have a grown-up to go to the park.”

“In the street, the park.  I was always watching them.  I could see them from the kitchen window.”

“I used to take them to the parks a lot.  I’d meet them from school.” 

“The street we lived in in Fenham, people wanted peace and quiet, so we went to my mother’s in Cowgate where they could play outside.”

Children’s play nowadays

Most of the older people also had grandchildren (and, in some cases great-grandchildren) many of whom were still at the childhood stage.  Their play experiences contrasted strikingly with those of their grandparents.

Few people said that their grandchildren played outside on the streets.  Some had back gardens where they could play.  Generally, the older people felt that children now played indoors much more. 

“That’s the change – on computers, organised activities.”

“The grandkids were more either in the back garden or supervised.”

“The difference is indoors rather than outdoors.  We were out all the time.  The poor things – they can’t go out.  Their parents weren’t afraid to be out.”

“It’s not like it was with my own children.  It’s all different.  They have their own gardens now.  Not on the street.  Things was getting a bit dodgy then, you know.”

“Just sat and watched DVDs.  Never had any activities…. There’s not a lot to do for children on their own.  They have to do organised activities or stay in the house.”

“They play in the bedroom.  They get no exercise unless they’re in a football club – too busy.  They should be sent out in the fresh air.”

“When we were little, we did more outside.  You can’t let them out on their own.”

“They don’t get the exercise they did in our time.  That is the big difference.  They don’t use any energy up – only in their minds using the computer….  And they’re bored a lot.  We didn’t know the meaning of the word.  You went out and played and you had fun, and you came home for your mealtimes – and that was it.  There was no such thing as you were bored.  …They’ve got so much going for them now, and they still find time to be bored.”

A few older people criticised the children themselves for their lack of initiative. 

“We amused ourselves, and the children nowadays can’t amuse themselves.”

“No initiative. “

“There’s no energy in them any more.” 

Most however saw children as victims of changing external circumstances.  A prevalent issue was the generalised fear for children’s safety whilst unsupervised by adults:

“The kids miss out a lot.  We made our own entertainment.  It’s the safety factor that’s the biggest worry for parents.”

“I would say for grandchildren – I wouldn’t say it was night-time supervision, I’d say it was 24 hours supervised….. I wouldn’t feel safe letting them out on their own.”

“People are frightened of letting children out on their own.  They have to be with adults.  You don’t know what they’ll come up against – so much traffic and nasty people.”

“You have to make efforts to all go out together.  Can’t let them go out on their own… We used to be able to go out and play all day.”

This was commonly seen as part of a wider deterioration in community safety:   

“When you go back to when we were kids, we never had door-keys.  We had a door-key which always hung on the back of the door and it was never taken off, 24 hour.  Stayed on the back of the door…. You felt much more safer in those days.  You never do these days.”

Several people related the changes to the decline of community and neighbourliness. 

“It’s a lot different today.  You haven’t got protection like we had.  Not just from the policemen – from people not intertwining with each other.  You could say to your neighbours, “I need to do something”.  “Oh, I’ll stay out with them.”  There’s none of that togetherness now with neighbours as there was then.  There’s not the social side of it.  People don’t socialise as much with each other in the street as what they did then.”

Traffic was another factor identified.

“Not on the streets.  Too many cars, for a start.”

“It’s not safe to let them play out on the streets these days.  Too much traffic.  Too many people that might take them away.  It’s a safety thing.”

Not everyone affirmed this analysis uncritically.  There was a minority view that parents today were over-protective, to the detriment of their children’s experiences.

“They don’t have the freedom we had.  They have their computers and things, but that doesn’t take all their time.  I think, if the parents would just let them have a little bit more freedom, I think this would help…..They don’t have the freedom we had.  We used to go for miles.”

Some people commented on the need for more youth clubs and play centres to be provided.  

“They need places to meet.  Need to ask young people what they would like.”

One person argued that the money spent on developing arts facilities on Tyneside would have been better spent on provision for children:

“Could do with a lot more youth clubs and a lot less of these arts places…. These places – these art places – they’re putting the money into, it’s only the rich that can appreciate them and are knowledgeable.  I would say have free youth clubs for everyone.”
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Special thanks to Jaynie Foster of Healthworks West, who carried out many of the interviews and also contributed to the smooth running of the event in many other ways.  
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