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Summary

This paper is a theoretical and empirical study of outdoor (‘backyard’) games 
and playtime in the light of social competences of children and youth. The aim of 
this paper is to draw attention to the outdoor games that are nowadays often forgot-
ten and unknown to the young generation. The paper also aims at defining the role 
of these games and playtime in shaping important social competences and improv-
ing human capital, which has a significant impact on stimulating market economy. 
Two methods were used while writing this paper: diagnostic survey (observation 
technique) and analysis of literature. This paper shows importance of outdoor 
games and playtime in shaping certain attitudes and behaviors. These games help 
shape social competences. Therefore, they should be promoted from the early age, 
so that children could navigate more easily on the labor market once they become 
adults. Games might also be useful for adults, who possess certain competences but 
might use some improvement.
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Introduction

In the era of technological advances, one should pay greater attention to physical, social 
and physical development of the human. Shaping proper attitudes should commence in the 
early childhood, when the child easily accepts certain behaviors and keeps them throughout 
their lives. Child’s attitudes will certainly have consequences in their future life. These may 
be positive and negative. Learning certain behaviors, adopting them and using them in life 
situations is what may be called ‘gaining social competences’. 

According to J. Kolasińska (2011, p. 92-93), competences are individual predispositions, 
talents and knowledge, whose combination is reflected in private and professional life of an in-
dividual. The author stresses out that social competences are developed constantly. The process 
of formal and informal education of children and adults plays a significant role in the process 
of shaping knowledge, skills and social competences. The latter are the most desirable in terms 
of the current labor market (Paczyńska-Jędrycka et al. 2015, p. 68). Equipping an individual 
with right resources often determines getting their dream job. It has even been noticed by the 
European Parliament and Council of Europe, as both bodies highlighted the role of develop-
ment of key competences of an individual, although they referred mainly to people who fin-
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ished their formal education. Nevertheless, these competences were defined as ‘combination 
of knowledge, skills and attitudes appropriate to the context. They are particularly necessary 
for personal fulfilment and development, social inclusion, active citizenship and employment. 
[They] are essential in a knowledge society and guarantee more flexibility in the labour force, 
allowing it to adapt more quickly to constant changes in an increasingly interconnected world 
(...). They are also a major factor in innovation, productivity and competitiveness, and they 
contribute to the motivation and satisfaction of workers and the quality of work (EURLex, 
26.07.2016). This definition should also be applied to children. Children learn how to behave 
in a group, and how to make first choices (playing with a teddy bear or a car?). When children 
start to attend kindergartens or schools, they need to overcome stress related to changing the 
environment (usually from family home to other - unknown - environment, such as teachers, 
peer group etc.). They also need to assume new responsibilities. In this process, the child gains 
not only knowledge and skills (drawing, painting, jumping, running etc.), but also competenc-
es which help them cope with the new environment. Some children gain these competences 
quicker, some slower - it is a very individual issue. Gaining these competences is easiest during 
games and playtime, including outdoor activities. As highlighted by W. Osiński (2011, p. 255), 
games ‘let (…) the child express themselves naturally and help meet their needs: motor, social, 
emotional and cognitive ones.’ Games help children integrate better with others (Truszkowska-
Wojtkowiak). Article 31 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) stresses out the 
basic right of children ‘to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropri-
ate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.’ Playtime should 
therefore be an indispensable element of children’s leisure. One should not, however, forget 
about using games in the education process. Learning though playing is quicker and more 
pleasant. Gaining various skills and competences by means of informal education in the formal 
system will surely lead to success in child’s upbringing. 

Material and methods

This paper is a theoretical and empirical study. It is based on a diagnostic survey with 
observation technique and literature review. The aim of this paper is to draw attention to the 
outdoor games and playtime that are nowadays often forgotten and unknown to the young 
generation. The paper also aims at defining the role of these games in shaping important 
social competences.

Outdoor games and playtime

Playtime is defined by R. Trześniowski (1995, p. 8) as ‘one of forms of human activ-
ity present throughout all their life which – due to complete engagement – serves as form 
of recreation, rest, mental and physical relaxation, pleasure and entertainment, happiness, 
warmth, smile, and forgetting about everyday worries.’ As playtime is a form of activity un-
dertaken by people of all ages, is must be simple and well-suited to the level of development 
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of the participants. Contrary to games, playtime has simple rules and is based on individual 
competitiveness. Games, on the other hand, are a more difficult form than playtime and they 
involve an element of team competition (Owczarek and Bondarowicz 1997, p. 7).

It is well known that games and playtime are aimed at provoking happiness, relaxation 
and smiles. It is worth, however, analyzing the theory of games and playtime from a dif-
ferent angle and ask the following question: Can they be used in shaping skills and social 
competences of children and adults? The answer is obvious: Of course they can. Games 
and playtime play a significant role in life of every person, irrespectively of their age and 
gender. Apart from a positive impact on psycho-motoric development, their role in the so-
cial dimension needs to be highlighted (Łukasik and Witek 2015, p. 174-176; Paczyńska-
Jędrycka 2014 et al., p. 118; Woźniewicz-Dobrzyńska 2001, p. 286-287). They don’t need 
to be undertaken necessarily in free time. Using games and playtime in the teaching process 
(not only during PE classes, but also Math or Polish) would definitely has a positive impact 
on children and their reception of certain content. Playtime and games are associated with 
something pleasant. Why should one not, therefore, make learning processes more pleasant? 

There are many types of games and playtime. Among them are: physical activity games, 
thematic games, manipulative games etc. Everyone had contact with them - both as a child 
and adult. It is advisable to use them and modify them accordingly to needs, as well as use 
them in the ‘backyard’, which may encourage children and adolescents to spend their time 
actively outdoors. According to the HBSC research, a large proportion of 11-15-year-olds 
do not engage enough in physical activities, which has a negative impact on their health in 
the future (Nałęcz, 2015, p. 125). Ministry of Sports and Tourism uses the campaign ‘No 
more sick notes for PE classes’ to warn that in the last two decades physical activity of 
children and adolescents has significantly decreased. Therefore, one needs to counteract the 
tendency of children and adolescents to spend their free time playing computer games and 
social media games, which locks them in the virtual world and makes forget about physi-
cal activity, outdoors and interpersonal contacts. Therefore, it seems important to promote 
outdoor games and playtime, whose idea is based on Henryk Jordan’s work - a creator of 
Jordan Garden that allowed children and adolescent to play outdoors (Osiński 2002, p. 95).

Outdoor games and playtime are forms of activity which may take place in various parts 
of the city environment: in woods, parks, pitches, backyards and even sidewalks. Survey 
among adults who still remembered childhood games played in their backyards revealed 
the most popular ones: hide and seek, tag, hopscotch, jump rope game, skipping rope, bottle 
caps and jackstraws (Lis and Solecka 2015, p. 204). 

The popular hopscotch was many variations. The most popular variant, sometimes called 
‘clown’, is similar to the Pele game from Caribbean (Meissner 2013). The game board may 
be simple numbered squares, but it can also include head, eyes and shoes of a clown. Players 
need to throw a stone onto a specific square, which cannot be jumped onto. They can jump 
on the remaining fields, though (one-legged jump onto single fields and two-legged jump 
onto double fields). On the return route, the player needs to bend down and collect the stone 
from the field. The game improves ability to jump and motor skills, but also teaches com-
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petitiveness. It also enriches the child with the idea of fair play. It helps integrate with the 
peer group and makes the child more social. Game board may be drawn easily; alternatively, 
players may use game boards prepared on pitches, parks or even ready-made soft fields 
available in shops. 

Another game (considered to be one of the oldest Polish games) was jackstraws. In the 
game, the straws are thrown onto the ground and players need to remove them one by one 
without moving other straws. Straws are either color- or symbol-coded. Symbols are as-
signed certain number of points. The aim of the game is to get the highest number of points. 
The game may be played individually or in a team. It mainly improves the eye-hand coor-
dination, teaches precision, strategic thinking, perfection and patience in reaching the goal 
(Bronikowska 2013, p. 102-103.) Nowadays, shops offer classic short jackstraws (approx. 
20 cm) as well as long ones (50-100 cm), used mainly in outdoor games. Tumblin’ Monkeys, 
a game based on the classic jackstraws, teaches agility. 

Table 1
Development of social competences in selected outdoor games

Game Place Development of social competences

Hopscotch −	Gym
−	Home
−	Backyard
−	Sidewalk  

in the city center
−	Wood
−	Park

−	Develops creativity
−	Teaches caring about own safety / safety of other participants
−	Teaches living together with others
−	Teaches respect for other participants’ opinions (e.g. different variants 

of rules, different board layouts)
−	Teaches persistence 
−	Teaches coping with various situations (how to prepare game board 

in a forest?)
−	Teaches fair play

Jackstraws −	Gym
−	Apartment
−	Backyard
−	Wood
−	Park

−	Teaches integration and cooperation
−	Teaches team-building
−	Teaches designing strategy and action plans
−	Teaches patience and accuracy
−	Teaches fair play
−	 Improves mathematical competences
−	Teaches initiative
−	Helps appoint a leader (if played as a team game)

Bottle caps −	Backyard
−	Apartment
−	Wood 
−	Park

−	Teaches creativity
−	 Integrates participants
−	Teaches cooperation (if played as a team game)
−	Helps appoint a leader (if played as a team game)
−	Teaches fair play
−	Teaches accuracy

Source: author’s own work.

Another popular backyard game is ‘bottle caps’. To play the game, a course for the caps 
needs to be drawn. If the cap goes beyond the lines, it must go back to the ‘Start’ field. 
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Opponents may be eliminated. Bottle caps game may be played individually or in a team. 
It teaches decision-making, precision, cooperation (if played in a team), as well as social 
skills. 

Hide and seek and tag games may be played anywhere. They improve motor skills, teach 
skillful winning, coping with difficult situations (stress of being found by the seeker). They 
also improve interpersonal skills. 

The above-mentioned games are only a small selection of those that have been already 
forgotten or not yet ‘re-discovered’ by the young generation. Are they important for develop-
ment of the human and his competences? It is illustrated by Table 1:

The above-mentioned outdoor games show children and adolescents ways of spending 
their free time actively and gaining precious social competences. Majority of games may 
be carried out in various environments, which increases their availability. Naturally, every 
game should be adapted to individual skills of a child. Children should benefit both from 
preparation and participation in a game. On one hand, a ready-made templates may be used, 
but on the other it seems more beneficial to encourage the child to create their own game 
board, which increases their creativity. It also stimulates the skill of doing ‘something’ out of 
‘nothing’. A piece of chalk, a stick found in a wood may help the child create their own bottle 
caps course. Traditional caps may be replaced with pine cones or pebbles. It all depends on 
the willingness of a child to prepare the game. Parents play an important role in this process. 
As study conducted among parent of kindergarten children suggests that they are the ones 
who encourage children to participate in physically active games (Paczyńska-Jędrycka and 
Cieślik 2010, p. 298). Parental encouragement should be accompanied by participation in 
games and playtime. Parents should become game guides of their children, as they surely 
remember games played in their childhood. Various recreational events also help achieve 
this goal. 

Forgotten games from the city of Poznań

Poznań is a city that returns to old habits and wants to promote them among children, 
adolescents, adults and the elderly. Physical Education Academy, inspired by the heritage 
of its patron, Eugeniusz Piasecki, promotes traditional games during various events, e.g. St. 
John’s fair or ETHNO PORT. This way, the Academy wants to help re-discover some games 
and introduce new ones, e.g. ‘pierścieniówka’ or ‘kapela’ (Podolska 2012)1. 

Apart from the events, Poznań continuously offers game boards to the citizens and 
tourists, e.g. in John Paul II’s park. Participants may find there hopscotch board (Fig. 1), 
Twister board, bottle caps course, and board game in which the player becomes the coun-
ter. 

1  http://www.poznan.pl/mim/sport/news/zapomniane-gry-i-zabawy-awf-na-ethno-port,71313.html, [access: 28.07.2016].
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Additionally, there is an ‘observation skill board’, where the player needs to find all num-
bers from 1 to 100 or follow the path of odd or even numbers2.

Thus, the city of Poznań helps promote certain tradition in terms of physical culture and 
recreation. Investing in outdoor games and playtime, it invests in human capital which, ac-
cording to W. Łubkowska and J. Eider (2014, p. 107) – promotes its development potential. 
Region’s potential for development includes economic, cultural, intellectual, innovative, in-
stitutional and environmental potentials.’ The last one is particularly important, as we can 
influence it from the early childhood. The broader the offer for youngsters, the stronger the 
impact of their development, knowledge, skills and social competences. It is worth quoting 
a motto of one of Danish schools3 which decided to promote games and playtime (mentioned 
by B. Prabucki). According to him, ’The motto of the school in Slagelse is social develop-
ment and gaining personal competences – which is utterly important in the light of globali-
zation’ (Prabucki 2013, p. 212). That social development is realized in the process of games 
and playtime. 

2  Author’s observation
3  ”Denmark, and especially the school in Gerlev, are examples of combining the theory – knowledge about cognitive value 
of sports and traditional games – with practice, i.e. usefulness of application, particularly employing games in the education 
process” (Prabucki 2013, p. 213).

Figure 1
Hopscotch layout in the John Paul II’s park in Poznań

 

Source: author’s own work.
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Summary

Outdoor games and playtime remain an underestimated factor in the development of the 
individual’s social competence. To take proper care of them it is worth starting with children 
when attitudes and habits are shaped and adopting these attitudes and habits will undoubt-
edly have a significant impact on children’s future lives. Nowadays, focusing on outdoor 
games and playtime became an important issue: playgrounds are less crowded than in the 
80s. or early 90s. At that time, there were fewer temptations, such as XBOX and Nintendo 
Wii. Children spent more time outdoors, integrating with each other. Importantly, integration 
took place on two levels: child-child (siblings) and child-parent. This helped create relations 
and friendships. Besides, children learned to ‘fight for what was theirs’ and make decisions. 
Participation in these games taught children to be creative, e.g. by playing only with a peb-
ble or a stick. Lack of infrastructure at that time helped them become more original in their 
ideas. It also promoted better face-to-face communication, replaced today increasingly often 
with text messages and instant messengers. Previously, children tended to be discoverers, 
creators and innovators. Many outdoor games help appoint leaders, promote team work and 
team building while keeping the spirit of fair play. 

Games and playtime (including the outdoors) have a significant educational value. 
Therefore, it is necessary to promote them among children and adults, e.g. by quality fam-
ily time, during work trainings and integration events. With such stimulation, individuals 
are more apt to develop certain social competences while the employer can select the right 
candidates for positions more easily. 

This paper led to the following conclusions:
1. Games and playtime play a significant role in life of every person.
2. Educational values and development of social competences (as indicated by the European 

Parliament and the Council of Europe) constitute an integral element of games (incl. out-
door games).
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Gry i zabawy podwórkowe a kompetencje społeczne dzieci i młodzieży 

Streszczenie

Niniejszy artykuł stanowi studium teoretyczno-empiryczne na temat gier i za-
baw podwórkowych w kontekście kompetencji społecznych dzieci i młodzieży. Ce-
lem artykułu jest zwrócenie uwagi na, często zapomniane i nieznane dzisiejszemu 
pokoleniu dzieci, gry i zabawy podwórkowe oraz wskazanie roli, jaką pełnią one 
w kształtowaniu ważnych w dzisiejszym świecie kompetencji społecznych i po-
lepszaniu kapitału ludzkiego, który odgrywa istotną rolę w nakręcaniu gospodarki 
rynkowej. Do napisania artykułu posłużono się dwiema metodami: sondażu dia-
gnostycznego (technika obserwacji) oraz analizy piśmiennictwa. Niniejsze rozwa-
żania pokazują, jak istotną rolę odgrywają gry i zabawy podwórkowe w kształ-
towaniu określonych postaw i zachowań człowieka. To dzięki nim kształtowane 
są indywidualne kompetencje społeczne. Stąd też winny być one promowane już 
od najmłodszych lat, by dziecko stając się osobą dorosłą miało większe szanse na 
zaistnienie na rynku pracy. Nie można też zapominać o nich w odniesieniu do osób 
dorosłych, którzy posiadają określony zespół kompetencji, ale który zawsze można 
doskonalić.

Słowa kluczowe: gry i zabawy podwórkowe, kompetencje społeczne, kapitał ludz-
ki.

Kody JEL: I29, O39

Игры и развлечения во дворе и социальные компетенции детей  
и молодежи 

Резюме

Статья – теоретико-эмпирическое изучение игр и развлечений во дворе  
в контексте социальных компетенций детей и молодежи. Цель статьи – обра-
тить внимание на часто забытые и неизвестные нынешнему поколению де-
тей игры и развлечения во дворе, а также указать роль, какую они выполня-
ют в формировании важных в сегодняшнем мире социальных компетенций  
и в улучшении человеческого капитала, играющего существенную роль в сти-
мулировании рыночной экономики. Для подготовки статьи использовали два 
метода: диагностический зондаж (техника наблюдений) и анализ литературы. 
Наши рассуждения показывают, насколько существенную роль выполняют 
игры и развлечения во дворе в формировании определенного отношения и по-
ведения человека. Это благодаря им формируются личные социальные компе-
тенции. И потому их надо поощрять уже с самых ранних лет, чтобы ребенок, 
становясь взрослым человеком, обладал бóльшими шансами на вхождение на 
рынок. Не следует тоже забывать о них по отношению к взрослым, облада-
ющим определенным набором компетенций, которые однако всегда можно 
совершенствовать.
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