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INTRODUCTION

Play is one of children's basic needs, not only recreational but also educational. During elementary
school, motor development is a crucial aspect contributing to physical readiness, physical health, and children's
ability to carry out daily activities. Good motor development encourages children to be more active, confident,
and able to explore their surroundings. Children with mature motor skills will adapt more easily to school
activities, especially in subjects that require physical dexterity, such as sports, traditional games, and arts
activities. (Ranki et al. 2024)

In rural areas, children's play activities differ from those of urban children. The rural geographic context
provides a variety of natural landscapes that provide opportunities for children to move freely without many
restrictions. The presence of rice fields, gardens, small rivers, fields, and large trees creates a natural play
environment

that stimulates more complex body movements. (Saparia et al. 2023) Rural children are generally
accustomed to running barefoot on the ground, jumping from rock to rock, playing tag on grassy fields, or
climbing trees to pick fruit. These activities require realistic physical skills, ultimately strengthening children's
motor skills.
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The phenomenon of modernization has brought significant changes to children's play patterns,
especially in urban areas. However, rural areas remain a place where children still practice free play in nature.
(Malidatul Hasanah, Siti Nurjannah 2023) This is interesting to examine further because these environments
allow children to engage in physical exploration unavailable in device-based play or enclosed spaces. Rural
conditions, still far from technology, with a lack of expensive modern games, and ample open spaces,
encourage children to utilize nature as both a learning medium and a place to play.

However, research related to children's motor development often focuses on school environments,
sports facilities, or urban environments with specific play equipment. There is still little research describing
how natural rural environments impact children's motor development. Therefore, this study aims to fill this gap
by highlighting children's play activities directly in a real rural context, thus providing a more realistic and
relevant picture.

METHOD

This research used a field study method as the primary approach to obtain in-depth and authentic data
on children's play activities in rural environments. This method was chosen because it allowed researchers to
directly observe how children interact with their environment and how rural natural conditions influence their
play and movement patterns. All observations were conducted in natural spaces routinely used by children,
such as village fields, garden areas, riverbanks, rice field embankments, and large home yards.

The data collection process was conducted through direct observation over several weeks, recording
various physical activities undertaken by children. Observations included the duration of play, the types of
games they chose, their physical responses to physical obstacles, and the motor skills demonstrated during the
activities. Interviews with teachers were not used because the focus of the research was directed at children's
activities outside the school environment, namely free play that occurs naturally without formal instruction.
This was deemed more representative of the motor development that develops spontaneously from the
interaction between children and their environment.

In addition to recording motor activities, researchers also examined emotional aspects that emerged
during play, such as expressions of joy, courage, enthusiasm, or fear when facing natural challenges. Children's
engagement in traditional games was also observed to determine how these games provided specific physical
stimulation. Observational data were collected in the form of detailed field notes and analyzed descriptively to
describe the phenomena narratively without statistical figures or laboratory measurements.

RESULTS

Research shows that outdoor play is a dominant part of the daily lives of rural children. In the afternoon,
almost every open space in the village transforms into a spontaneous playground. They use the dirt fields to
run and play ball, climb trees in the gardens near their homes, or play jumping on the slippery rice paddy
embankments after rain. The small river in the village is also a favorite place for children to practice physical
endurance by playing in the water, balancing on river rocks, or jumping over shallow streams.

When children run in the fields, their gross motor skills are clearly developing. Quick footwork, the
ability to stop suddenly, agile changes of direction, and steady breathing demonstrate that their bodies are
accustomed to intense physical activity. The uneven terrain and occasional small holes in the fields actually
provide a natural challenge that enhances children's motor awareness. They learn to adjust their steps, estimate
distances, and maintain a rhythm to avoid falls. This is where the natural environment provides direct lessons
in body coordination and adaptation.

In tree climbing, it's clear that rural children have more developed hand and leg muscle strength than
those who rarely engage in similar activities. They can grip trunks or branches precisely, adjust their body
position while climbing, and estimate a safe height. Once they successfully reach a certain branch, they learn
to balance themselves to avoid falling. This activity not only develops gross motor skills but also provides
important experience in physical decision-making.

Traditional games significantly impact children's agility and motor coordination. In gobak sodor, for
example, children are required to move quickly, avoid opponents, and read others' body language. This
stimulates quick reflexes and improves eye-foot coordination. Engklek requires precise footwork and precise
jumping, which specifically trains dynamic balance and core muscle control when moving on one leg. Children
must be able to control their body propulsion to stay within the designated box, thus improving visual
discrimination and fine motor skills when throwing gaco. Meanwhile, Bentengan trains physical strength and
endurance, developing stamina, leg strength, and endurance because players are required to run continuously.
Then train Speed and Agility, namely training agility and running speed..(Marzuki 2019)
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When playing on rice paddy embankments, children experience extraordinary balance stimulation. The
narrow and slippery rice paddy embankments require careful steps. Their balance is naturally trained without
them realizing it, allowing them to walk steadily even on uneven surfaces. This differs from children who often
play on flat, slippery floors at home, where they don't experience sufficient balance challenges.

Fine motor skills also develop through simple activities such as playing marbles, collecting small stones,
stringing grass flowers, or making shapes from clay. The ability to grip, twist, press, and control finger strength
develops naturally. Children appear to be able to control detailed hand movements with greater precision and
demonstrate a creativity often overlooked in modern play activities. (Mulyawartini 2019)

The expansive natural environment provides space for children to develop courage, tenacity, and
physical creativity. They try new things like jumping over ditches, climbing small hills, or navigating garden
paths. These challenges develop children's physical and mental resilience. This study found that children who
are accustomed to playing outdoors tend to be more confident in school activities that require motor skills, such
as sports and extracurricular activities.

Beyond the direct physical benefits, constant interaction with unstructured natural environments
facilitates the development of problem-solving skills and calculated risk-taking. When children independently
balance themselves on a rice field embankment or find the best path through bushes, they develop an internal
sense of competence and control over their environment. (Collins et al. 2021) This sense of accomplishment,
derived from overcoming real-world physical challenges without excessive adult intervention, translates into
increased self-efficacy, or self-confidence. Children then carry this heightened sense of confidence into social
and academic contexts, making them more willing to actively participate in lessons, lead groups, and attempt
new tasks at school that require motor coordination and courage.

Overall, outdoor play activities have been shown to provide far richer and more complex motor
stimulation than indoor play. Nature offers flexibility, a variety of obstacles, and freedom of movement that
artificial play cannot. This makes rural environments ideal for children to optimally develop motor skills.
(Aliriad et al. 2024)

Thus, the results of this study confirm that rural natural environments are not merely backdrops, but
rather naturally structured motor laboratories, providing a comprehensive physical curriculum. The
combination of spontaneous activities involving gross motor skills (running, climbing, jumping) with
traditional games that sharpen coordination and reflexes (gobak sodor, engklek), and fine motor stimulation
(marbles, stringing strings), creates an optimal and balanced physical development pathway. More than just
increasing strength and agility, this constant interaction with challenging and unpredictable environments
serves as a crucial foundation for the development of executive function in children, training them in planning,
adaptation, and quick decision-making, ultimately fostering strong self-efficacy, a valuable asset that children
carry into their social and academic environments.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that outdoor play significantly influences the motor development of elementary
school children in rural areas. The expansive and free natural environment provides opportunities for children
to engage in diverse and challenging physical activities. Activities such as running in fields, climbing trees,
playing traditional games, walking on rice paddy embankments, and playing by the river stimulate gross and
fine motor development in a natural and enjoyable way. Children demonstrate increased abilities in muscle
strength, agility, balance, coordination, physical endurance, and the body's ability to adapt to environmental
obstacles.

Outdoor play also fosters courage, self-confidence, and motor creativity that cannot be achieved through
technology-based play. Rural environments rich in open spaces are a crucial asset in supporting children's
overall growth and development. Therefore, preserving natural spaces in rural areas is crucial so that children
can continue to enjoy the physical development benefits of free and natural play. Given this importance, it is
crucial for stakeholders, including parents, teachers, and local governments, to actively facilitate and encourage
outdoor play. This can be achieved through policies that support the use of green open spaces (RTH) as safe
and well-maintained play areas, and by integrating outdoor activities into the school curriculum. Furthermore,
education for parents on the importance of reducing screen time and allowing children the freedom to explore
natural environments needs to be continuously promoted. Thus, the benefits of rural natural resources are
enjoyed not only as scenery but also as optimal living laboratories to support children's physical, psychological,
and social development.
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