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CHILDREN’S PLAY, PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICE

PART 1
When thinking about play, it is important to understand that play means something different to everyone. Smidt (2011) states that play is whatever the individual wants it to be, either to meet a need, solve a problem or express a feeling. There are many types of ‘play’ that help support many areas of learning. Early Years Matters (2019) believes that play underpins all aspects of a child’s learning and development, including their social, physical, intellectual, communication and emotional development. 
Constructive Play
Constructive play occurs when children use the environment around them (and the resources within it) to construct or create something. Children can often be observed building something just to see what happens when it is knocked down again. Children particularly enjoy the repetitive action of constructive play; the anticipation of ‘what is going to happen when I knock it down’ maintains children’s attention. Macintyre (2001) states that children’s dexterity and fine motor skills increase each time a child rebuilds their construction. Constructive play allows for self-directed play to occur. Children can use their imaginations to build, create or construct anything they like, in any order, pattern or arrangement. 
Pellegrini (2009) states that Piaget’s (1962) theory did not consider construction as play, Piaget believed that construction was the process of creating a product, and that the process that preceded the creation of that product did not represent play. Vygotsky, who firmly believed that young children relate only to tangible concepts, through constructive play, could move beyond this idea of these definite and concrete concepts, (Smidt, 2011).
Self-Directed play is play that is initiated by the child, is natural and is chosen freely. It is play without a goal or structure. When taking part in constructive play there is little need for adult participation; children, from a young age, can independently participate in construction. Pellegrini (2009) states that play is highly motivated when there is minimal adult intervention and free choice has been supported. Williams (2010) supports this by stating that the only adult restriction or interventions that should occur is if a child is in danger or if the learning needs of other children become compromised.
Through constructive play, a holistic approach to learning and development is possible. Emotional well-being is accomplished by the sense of achievement that a child attains when they have created something. Physical well-being is achieved as the child can demonstrate and practice physical skills in their constructive play. Froebel, Montessori and Steiner all believed that play is successful if it promotes an increase in self-esteem and emotional well-being, (Bruce, 2005).

Symbolic Play
Macintyre (2001) notes that symbolic play is the use of any object to represent another. As children grow and develop, so does their imagination, allowing them to ‘pretend’ that an object, is something else. Using a wooden block and pretending it is a toy car is a good example of symbolic play; children can move around and be physical, driving the ‘car’ along an imaginary road. Children will often be heard making sounds that correspond to that item, such as “brmmmm” or “beep beep”. Being physical within play can support children to achieve physical well-being. Macintyre (2001) believes that children may be immersed in play for longer because of the ability to be physical. Macintyre (2001) also states that symbolic play is the beginning of role play, just as children believe an object is something else, children begin to believe that they themselves can be someone else.  
[bookmark: _Hlk534833881]Smidt (2011) believes that possessing the ability to pretend that a specific object is something completely different, is a vital part of developing and learning. Symbolic play can help children comprehend something abstract, and as so much of today’s society is abstract, these skills will prepare them for future development. Symbolic play can be seen as a form of exploration. Some theorists, including Vygotsky believed that exploration was not the same as play, it was just part of everyday life, (Smidt, 2011). Pelligrini (2009) believes that symbolic play is a way of a child representing ordinary, familiar items in new and novel ways. This is an example of self-directed play because any item could represent anything, opening a whole world of possibilities of play, depending on where the child wants to take it. This provides an excellent opportunity for observations, which will help the practitioner to plan activities that the child is more likely engage in.
Children have an in-built ability to play; they don’t need a mass of resources for play to be meaningful, but the setting should provide ample opportunity for self-directed play to occur. Williams (2010) believes that children should be consulted with regards to resources and area planning, resulting in an increase in self-directed play. If a child is not interested in the areas or the resources on offer, self-directed play will not occur. 
The Foundation Phase in Wales places a heavy emphasis on play. The areas of learning must all complement each other for a holistic approach to each child’s development to occur.
Play is not only crucial to the way that children become self-aware and the way in which they learn the rules of social behaviour; it is also fundamental to intellectual development, WAG (2008, p. 6).














PART 2
The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) defines risk as “the chance, high or low, that somebody could be harmed by a hazard, together with an indication of how serious the harm could be” (HSE, no date). Little defines risk as “any behaviour in which there is uncertainty about the outcomes” (Little, 2006, p.141). These definitions could be viewed as negative and off putting to the practitioner, however there are many benefits to risk taking.
Risk is a fundamental part of a child’s development and learning. When the Foundation Phase was introduced in Wales, there was a significant emphasis on outdoor provision. Children’s learning and development can be supported by using the outdoor environment as a resource (WAG, 2015, P.3). Knight, (2010, p.188) believes that the introduction of the Foundation Phase, and other publications, such as a report from United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2007), has put pressure on practitioners and settings to provide an extensive outside environment. In practice today, practitioners are attempting to balance this growing pressure with keeping children safe. Waite, Huggins and Wickett (2014) back this up further by stating that practitioners have the difficult task of balancing the contending issues of risk taking, safe-guarding, challenge and child-led learning. 
When assessing risk within the early years setting it is important to ensure that the benefits outweigh the risks. Little (2016) believed that there needs to be consideration of all the benefits and possible consequences of participating in risky play, even the undesirable ones, along with the possibility of success.
Risky play can have a variety of meanings. Tovey (2007) believes that undertaking any activity where the outcome was unknown can be considered risky play. Broadhead, Howard and Wood (2010) agree that trying new things can be considered risky play.
It is in the outside environment that opportunities for children to engage in risky play occur most often. Risky outside play allows children to rise to new challenges and develop into more confident and able members of the community, (Bilton, 2010).
In contemporary society children are less able to be independent or discover their own capabilities because of overbearing adults. Cunningham (2006) states that childhood is controlled and interfered with excessively by adults. Children need to experience some degree of risk so that they can develop essential skills that will help them in adult life. Without being exposed to risk in the early years, teenagers and adults may find it difficult to approach risk in a rational manner. Children that participate in risky play, are subconsciously able to learn life skills, (Sandseter and Sando, 2016, p. 180).
There are hazards and risks in all areas of life from crossing a road to playing a game of football.  Bilton (2010) states that as early years practitioners, it is our role to support children to take risks and accept new challenges. If practitioners do not provide the opportunities for children to participate in risky types of play then they may seek out their own opportunities, which maybe highly unsuitable.    
Self-directed play allows children to take their own risks, to asses a situation and evaluate their own capabilities. Empowering children with the ability to do this, through self-directed play, allows children to build self-confidence, become resilient and improve emotional and physical well-being. Tovey (2007) states that children will often increase the risk themselves, by setting their own parameters. For example, on a nature walk, a child walking along a fallen down branch, then turning around and walking back along the branch with their eyes closed. 
When taking risks, children are able to push boundaries, and set limits, these boundaries and limits come as a result of the child’s own competence, confidence and capabilities, (Broadhead, Howard and Wood, 2010). 
It is important that practitioners do not inhibit or prevent children from taking part in risky play because of their own fears and concerns. Waite, Huggins and Wickett (2014) discuss how children are highly likely to move on from an activity if an adult stands nearby giving warnings and instructions. The child is likely to interpret the adults’ reaction as concern and doubt their own capability. 
Tovey (2010) believes that the benefits of children taking part in risky play are improved emotional well-being and the promoting of resilience. Risky play can leave a child feeling a sense of achievement, exhilarated and powerful. This can contribute not only to emotional well-being but also the child’s social development.   

PART 3
Risk Assessment:
Details:

	Description
	Nature ramble to collect natural autumn materials and climb tree

	Department:
	Nursery 3-4

	Location:
	Off Site, in a wooded area in a public park

	Author:
	

	Line Manager:
	

	Date:
	Aug

	Applicable Equipment:
	Mobile phone, First aid kit, high visibility jackets, prescribed medication, carrier bags, alcohol gel/ wipes

	Associated Risk Assessment(s):
	

	Version:
	

	Review Date:
	

	Approved by:
	

	Reason for latest update
	




Print name:		___________________________________
Signed: 			___________________________________
Authorised by: 		___________________________________
Print name:		___________________________________
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[bookmark: _Hlk535507480]Risk Assessment
	Ref
	Hazard / Task / Activity
 Area of Concern
	Persons at Risk
	Existing Controls
	Describe Any Further Controls / Actions Needed
	Actions By Whom
	Action By When

	
1
	
Being off site
Risks include
· Need for emergency contact in case of accident/emergencies

	
Children and staff
	
Maintaining required ratios
	
· A mobile phone should be carried by a member of staff at all times, with emergency contact numbers for every individual
· Route to be checked before
· Safest most appropriate route to be used
· Ensure good behaviour is maintained
	
	

	
2
	
Traffic
Risks include
· Death
· Major Injuries

	
Children and Staff
	
Verbal discussions with children before the trip
	
· Maintain clear sight lines at all times
· Use pedestrian crossing where available
· Leader at the front of group, member of staff at the back of group at all times and staff strategically placed throughout the group
· Children to walk in pair, holding hands where possible (single file if narrow paths)
· High visibility jackets to be worn by everyone in the group, including staff

	
	

	
3
	
First aid/ Medication 
Risks include
· Minor injury
· Illnesses
	
Children and Staff
	
First aid kit carried by member of staff at all time
	
· any prescribed medication (e.g. inhalers or epipens), labelled, in date and instructions to be carried by designated member of staff
	
	

	
4
	
Rough or uneven ground
Risks include
· slips
· trips
· falls
	
Children and Staff
	
Verbal discussions with the children before the trip
	
· Require parents to provide suitable footwear
· Ensure good behaviour is maintained and no running
	
	

	
5
	
Contact with dogs
Risks include
· minor injury
· major injury
· death

	
Children and Staff
	
Verbal discussions with the children, ensuring they know not to approach any dogs.
	
· Reminders whilst on trip
	
	

	
6
	
Extreme weather conditions
Risks include
· Hypothermia

	
Children and Staff
	 
All children to be suitably dressed, layers where possible
	
· Consider shortening length of time outside
· Provide extra clothes
· Show awareness of levels of comfort within the group due to inactivity

	
	

	
7
	
Separation from group
Risks include
· Getting lost
	
Children
	
Children to be made aware of ‘what to do if…’
	
· Ensure regular headcounts are carried out
· Ensure leader is informed if any member of group is leaving earlier than scheduled
· Set clear boundaries
· Ensure good behaviour is maintained
· Maintain format of leader at front, member of staff at the back of group and staff strategically placed whenever possible
· If behaviour is poor, consider shortening length of trip
· Staff and Children to wear uniform visible with high visibility jackets on top where possible
· Follow lost child policy
	
	

	
8
	
Strangers
Risks include
· Abduction
· Getting lost (see above)
· Physical/Verbal abuse
	
Children
	
Verbal discussion with children before the trip
	
· Regular headcounts
· Staff to remain vigilant and aware of surroundings
· Strategic placement of staff to be maintained
· Attempt to calm any potential situations
· Be prepared to re locate, or curtail the trip
	
	

	
9
	
Tree climbing
Risks include
· Major injury
· Minor injury
	
Children
	
Verbally discuss limits with children before trip
	
· Perform a pre-visit to assess the trees
· Carry mobile phone and emergency contact details
· Carry first aid kit
· Set clear boundaries
	
	

	
10
	
Picking up items from the ground, foraging
Risks include
· animal mess
· Minor injury e.g. splinters etc
	
Children and Staff
	
Verbally discuss be vigilant with the children before trip
	
· Perform a quick visual check to assess area
· Carry first aid kit
· Carry mobile phone with emergency numbers
· Alcohol gel/wipes
	
	

	
11
	
Additional Learning Needs
Risks include
· Anxiety
	
Children
	
Maintain any IEP or other plan
	
· Maintain good communication
· Consider curtailing trip
	
	

















PART 4
Reflection
I will be using the Gibbs’ reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1998) to reflect on the process of undertaking the risk assessment.
Description
I conducted a risk assessment on a nature ramble to collect natural autumn materials and climb trees off site. The risky play area explored was at the back of a public park where there are some trees with low branches, which are good for climbing. To get to the park, it involved crossing two main roads at zebra crossings. I took a group of 20 children, aged 3 and 4, a mixture of boys and girls, with 6 staff. None of the children had additional needs.
Feelings
On embarking on this risk assessment, I felt confident; this was in part due to the fact that I am in a leadership role and have previously undertaken risk assessments. I did, however, have some reservations and concerns because although I am familiar with the wooded area in the local public park, we had not undertaken a nature ramble off site in a public place. We had always opted to stay on site as it was deemed ‘safer’. By going off site there would be more risks as compared to remaining onsite. However, I am confident that I identified all possible risks and planned accordingly for these risks. I did not feel nervous about the off-site activity because the thoroughness of the risk assessment provided me with reassurance. 
Evaluate
The process of writing this risk assessment was thorough and in depth. Although going off site for this activity resulted in identifying far more risks than if we had stayed on site, the children benefited from this activity, the positives far outweighed the negatives. The amount and type of risks did not restrict the children’s enjoyment or learning. The risk assessment fully allowed the children to enjoy all the benefits outlined in our planning in a safe and well thought out manner. Without going off site, we wouldn’t have been able to meet the children’s wishes.
Getting all of the staff involved in the risk assessment was beneficial, as one of the staff mentioned dogs in the park, which was something I had failed to note.
Analysis
The level of enjoyment and involvement that the children demonstrated whilst on the nature ramble lead me to believe that the risk assessment allowed the children to undertake risky play whilst remaining safe. This ensured that the children’s emotional and physical well-being benefited from this activity. This activity was also compliant with the vision of the Foundation Phase, which is that “children will be given opportunities to explore the world around them and understand how things work by taking part in practical activities relevant to their developmental stage” (WAG, 2018).
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that children have the right to voice their feelings, views and wishes in all issues that involve them (UNICEF, 2018). When planning for risky play, it is important to listen to the child’s voice, they are able to express their thoughts and needs and in listening to them, they are more likely to engage in any planned activity. As I have already stated in part 1, Williams (2010) believes that getting input from the children is vital for meaningful, self-directed play to occur. On playing outside in our own setting one day, some of the children looked at all of trees and had expressed an interest in climbing them. However, the trees on site are too tall and wide to reach any branches, therefore I decided to go off site to meet the children’s needs.
Before setting out on our ramble, we discussed some issues with the children. We set a limit of ‘not climbing too high’ although, this is difficult to enforce with young children as children rarely show fear or understanding of danger.  Tovey (2010) states that children should be given opportunities to develop their own risk assessment and risk management skills. Moss (2002) agrees and reinforces this, he states that preventing children from engaging in risky play is not allowing them to develop essential skills needed for adult life.
During our ramble, practitioners began to demonstrate concern if a child ventured too far and were deemed to be ‘too high’ whilst climbing trees. The children were then asked to ‘come down’ to a ‘safer’ height. This could be because of fear on the part of the practitioners. Tovey (2010) believes there is a lack of opportunity for children to experience risky/adventurous play because of a culture of risk aversion and anxiety associated with risk. Children are often very capable of assessing their own ability. Tovey (2010) suggests that allowing children to take risks allows children to push boundaries, extend limits, try new things and problem solve.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Gill (2007) believes that the two main reasons practitioners are becoming more risk averse are the ‘compensation culture’ and the ‘nanny state’ culture. He goes on to explain that the likelihood of any claims being successful is highly unlikely and unprecedented. He also goes on to say that the ‘nanny culture’ is as a result of all of the rules, policies, procedures and form filling that occurs as a result of the many legal and regulatory bodies, such as Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW), Health and Safety Executive (HSE) and Estyn. A balance needs to be struck between Gill’s perspective and that of the regulators to allow children to grow and develop.

The limit on the tree climbing contradicts the self-directed play that was outlined in the planning. However, the free reign the children had whilst foraging and looking for natural materials allowed for a great deal of self-directed play. One child used a stick they found as a wand in symbolic/fantasy type play, two or three other children, after witnessing this, began to do the same. Another group of children began gathering leaves in a pile and jumping into the leaves. One of the reasons I chose to do a ramble and tree climbing was to ensure the children felt there was no structure or format to the activity. I wanted them to feel like they could play and explore. “Children demonstrate increased emotional well-being when the perceive an activity as play rather than not play” (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p737) 
Bruner believed that risky play provided children with the ability to be flexible in their thinking and trying out of new types of behaviour (1976, cited in Tovey, 2010, p. 82). 
The risk assessment allowed for the activity to be a holistic one, allowing the children to develop physically, emotionally, socially, intellectually and creatively. “Play underpins the holistic development of children in providing a safe, secure basis for exploration, investigation, interpretation, and evaluation of the world” (Moyles, 2013).
[bookmark: _Hlk535096400]In recent years, there has been a growing fear on the part of early year’s practitioners with regards to risk taking. Tovey (2007) believes that protecting children from any exposure to harm can actually be harmful in itself because children are not being given opportunities to develop vital skills. 
[bookmark: _Hlk535097265]When carrying out the risk assessment I ensured that all of the staff had an opportunity to contribute to it. Waite, Huggins and Wickett (2014) state that by involving staff, it spreads the responsibility, ensuring that the process is effective and results in making a risky activity safer. Similarly, the same can be said of reflecting on the activity and the risk assessment. Williams (2010) states that undertaking collaborative reflection on practice means we are continually able to provide a stimulating learning environment.
As previously stated in part 2, Bilton (2010) states that children must be given opportunities for risky play for them to learn and develop. Providing all the correct precautions have been taken, there is no reason why children shouldn’t be allowed to explore their own abilities in a controlled manner. 
Conclusion
In conclusion the activity was a success because the risk assessment that had been carried out was thorough and had considered all of the potential risks. Within the risk assessment, any necessary action had been clearly noted and outlined which allowed all staff to be fully informed. This meant that the children were able to participate in risky play whilst being kept as safe as possible.

Action plan 
If I were to undertake this activity again, when completing the risk-assessment I would consider not putting a limit on the tree climbing as this may have restricted the children’s ability to take enough of a risk to benefit their holistic development. As a result of how well the activity went I will definitely do it again.
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