Children's Play, Principles & Practice
Section 1

There is a wide variety of play types, most of which encourage self-directed play. Play is of significant importance to a child's development, and offers them the opportunity to develop key skills, not only physically and emotionally but also socially by co-operation and social interaction. As said by Bruce and Meggitt (1996) "play co-ordinates a child's learning and makes it whole". 

One essential type of play is imaginative play. Imaginative play is when a child uses their imagination to create different role-play situations, whether it be situations they've seen, experienced, or would like to experience. It is an open-ended, unstructured play with no rules, goals or result (Persil, 2018). 

Examples of imaginary play can vary from pretending to cook, clean, being a waiter/waitress, playing mummies and daddies, to saving the world, being a superhero, or even acting as a police officer or fire man/woman. Imaginative play often involves the use of props to make the scenario more realistic. 

There are a variety of benefits to imaginary play. One of the biggest benefits is it provides opportunities for children identify with the 'adult world', but not only this, it helps a child to develop emotionally as they're able to act out their feelings and emotions (Seriously Kids, 2018). It encourages the children to practice 'real-life problem-solving skills', including negotiation skills, listening, talking, and sharing. It also helps children demonstrate thinking skills such as attributing properties to objects - such as the food is 'hot', the baby is 'sleeping'. 

During his 1933 lecture on play, Vygotsky states that "In play a child is always above his average age, above his daily behaviour... in play it is as though the child were trying to jump above the level of his normal behaviour" (Bodrova and Leong, 2015). Vygotsky suggested that play is the most important, if not the main, source of development in the Early Years. From play stems Vygotsky's main theorem about proximal development, especially imaginative play. he states that "action in the imaginative sphere, in an imaginary situation, the creation of voluntary intentions and the formation of real-life plans and volitional motives - all appear in play and make it the highest level of preschool development" (Vygotsky, 1933). 

It is important for the adult to support this play in the classroom and at home, and this is obtainable in a few different ways, one of the most vital ones being by providing enough space and play materials for the child in order for them to become creative and imaginative with the play. It is also important that the adult supervises the children's play, and encourages them, without being controlling of their play - if the adult has too much control over the children's play this is no longer self-directed play but more of a 'task' for the child. An adult can also encourage imaginative play by promoting 'pretend play' - by asking open ended questions about certain situations, or objects, this can promote the child to play without the adult having too much control of their play. Questions that could encourage the child to set up or extend the play could involve asking questions like "how would you set up the shop?" or "what do you think the Doctor/waitress/fireman would wear?" (Seriously Kids, 2019).

Creative play is what 'children do when they're just being children'. Creative play can be done in a variety of ways, for example painting, drawing, modelling, or making. All children love the chance to be creative, and it comes with numerous benefits for the child's development. 

One of the main benefits of creative play is the intellectual benefits. Creative play can help children to develop maths skills like geometry (size and shape), measuring or sorting. There's also a great amount of problem solving, and concentration involved in creative play, for example how can I stop the paint from dripping? Will this glue be strong enough? (Kiwi Families, 2019). It also comes with numerous physical benefits that help develop fine motor skills, like painting, drawing, cutting and pasting. Creative activities provide a positive outlet for children to express their emotions (and this is proven with play therapy, creative play is the most common of therapies for children) and can provide a positive way for children to socialize with other children. 

It is important that adults support this type of play by supplying children with the materials and the resources needed for them to be creative, for example supplying them with the crayons, paint, paper, card, and so on in order for them to choose what they would like to create. Creative play also supports self-directed play as the individual is free to decide on what they want to create out of the materials they are given (Montessori, 2018). 

Howard Gardner explores this in his theory of multiple intelligences; his theory considers that children and adults are individuals who all have skills and areas that they excel at; in early childhood education should not be a 'one size fits all'. The theory stresses the importance of providing learning opportunities for children that reflect their intelligence and learning style (Children's Services, 2019). Gardner stressed the importance of arts and creativity as playing major roles in children's learning; children are able to explore many cognitive concepts through their play and creative explorations. 

It is vital that whatever play the child is partaking in, that the play is self-directed. It builds self-confidence by letting the child explore on their own, with their own rules, and they gain self-confidence and feel successful whilst doing so. It introduces the children to independence from a young age, in a safe, prepared environment under supervision, and stimulates their imagination. By giving them the opportunity to partake in self-directed play, it allows them to use their imagination and to develop their creative skills. It also teaches them problem solving and prepares them for overcoming problems on their own. They have to make something work the way that they want it to in order for the play to proceed, and this allows them to think 'outside of the box'. (Montessori, 2018). 

Self-directed play also allows them to learn at their own pace, without a timeline, without a benchmark or a certain point to reach. They have a chance to build their knowledge and skills individually and independently, in ways that make sense to them. They take healthy risks, cope with failure, and find a way around the problem. It is important that adults around children allow this element of self-directed play, to let them follow their own deep play patterns (Nature Play, 2019). Adults have to provide a supportive role to the children as they play, without being controlling of the situation, and take a step back to let them discover. 
 
Gardner speaks about the importance of self-directed play in his theory, saying that it's important that a teacher takes individual differences among kids very seriously. With an understanding of Gardner's theory, adults around the children can "better understand the learners in their midst, allowing them to safely explore and learn in different ways and direct their own learning" (Education World, 2010). 

Holistic Development
Play environments for children should be created with the healthy development of the whole child in mind - it is important that it supports their holistic development. The developmental domains of childhood include adaptive, aesthetic, cognitive, social, emotional and physical (Wilson, 2012, p.55) To encourage holistic development there are many things adults can do to support it, for example:
· Keep children actively involved in what they are doing. 
· Maintain a warm, accepting and nurturing environment for the child. 
· Provide pleasant experiences. 
· Emphasize experience instead of teaching. 

Physical development 
Children develop from the top down - so gaining awareness and control of the head, then the arms, down to the legs and feet. Developing their Gross Motor skills (the movement and control of large muscle groups for walking, running) and Fine Motor Skills (involving fine movement of the hands and fingers, for example drawing, writing). Physical development can also include sensory development. 

Intellectual development
The development of the part of the brain used for recognising, understanding and reasoning, and making sense of what is seen, touched, heard. 

Emotional and Social development
To do with how children feel about themselves and develop an understanding about their feelings. 

Moral and Spiritual development
The understanding of values such as honesty, integrity, and fair play, and their consequences, leading to developments of responsibility. 
(Sussex Forest School, 2019). 
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Section 2 - Why exposing children to risk is beneficial 

It is important to help the children under your car to develop their own understanding of safety, "where can I start and finish?" "what can my body do?". Children are processed to "keep stretching themselves, in the same way that all young animals do, until they reach maturity and the peak of their own particular set of abilities" (Knight, 2015, p.3). The risks the children will take will vary according to the child's understanding and ability, for example, for a new walker, an uneven surface will be an unreasonable risk. Risky play gives children the chance to access risk and manage the situation for themselves, helping them to develop their problem-solving skills. Success and failure provide children with the "motivation to try again and work out different ways of doing things" (Tovey, 2010, pg. 82). 

In the past few years there has been more discussions about children's safety in play environments, resulting in risk-taking becoming increasingly regulated and controlled or even removed altogether (Tovey, 2010, pg. 81). This is due to the assumption that by removing risks, children will be able to play in a more secure, safer environment, forgetting to acknowledge that risk-taking is a positive feature of children's learning (Tovey, 2011, pg. 86). Many teachers and practitioners find it harder to find the right balance between allowing children to encounter risk whilst preventing any injuries, due to higher regulations and more concerns about children's safety. 

Practitioners need to decide for themselves what level of risk they deem as appropriate for the children in their provision, however there are many benefits from this approach, but "above all for children, who will have happier and more satisfying experiences of childhood with richer opportunities for healthy growth and development into competent and confident adults" (Play England, 2008). 


When adults look anxious or repeatedly say to children "be careful", "don't do that, or "come down or you'll fall" they risk undermining the child exploring risk by communicating their own worries. Risk and challenge in a supportive environment are "positively linked to emotional well-being, resilience and mental health, and that small mistakes and minor accidents can offer protection against the negative effects of future failure" (Nursery World, 2014, pg. 21). 

"It's important that settings support the children with their curiosity for risk by creating challenging environments, for example:
· Resources that allow for swinging, balancing, sliding, rolling, crawling and climbing
· Resources that give a sensation of instability, such as rockers, swing bridges, rope bridges, see-saws and hammocks. 
· Uneven ground and varied surfaces outdoors. Mounds, hillocks, slopes and a variety of surfaces. 
· A flexible, diverse environment where children can pursue their own challenges with guidance.". 

(Nursery World, 2014, pg. 24). 
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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
	Disorientation - Could end up in the child wandering / getting lost after getting distracted by something. 
	Children
	Regular supervision will be needed with a suitable adult to child ratio. 
There will be regular head checks needed and a suitable radius for the children to stay in. 
	Staff to be aware and monitoring the children. Verbal warnings to the children to stay within the park. 
	Responsible adults
	During visit to the park

	
2
	Vehicles. A child could run off and a vehicle i.e a car, bike could hit them and cause serious injury or death. 
	All group
	Close supervision, making sure all visiting the park are kept away from any cycle paths or car parks. 
	Staff to carry First Aid kits and First Aid administered as required / seek medical attention if needed. 
	Responsible adults
	During visit to the park

	
3
	An animal nearby, whether it be a dog that's escaped its lead or cows in the field next to the park. Potential risk of injury from unsupervised contact, for example a bite, scratches, allergies or serious injury / death. 
	All the group 
	The adults will need to pre-plan to visit the park without the children to assess the suitability or the level of risk of animals coming close to the children. 
Establish a radius for the children to stay in, away from any potential animal hazards. Close supervision of the children will also be needed. 
	Administer First Aid if needed / seek medical attention if needed. Keep a close eye on the children and if an animal comes near, guide the children away. 
	Responsible adults
	During visit to the park

	
4
	Weather dependant activity. For example over-exposure to weather extremes could cause sunstroke, sunburn, or adverse reactions to cold/wet weather. 
	All group
	Plan on a day with suitable weather and if weather is unsuitable on day of visit, rearrange to a better day. Ensure that the children are wearing suitable weather protection. 
	Reminders to the parents to dress their children on the day in appropriate clothing. If a child suffers from over -exposure, take them to a suitable shelter. 
	Responsible adult
	During visit to the park

	
5
	Playground equipment could pose a potential risk. The equipment could also fail. Risk of falling, risk of tripping over, collision / child hitting their head and having hurt. 
	Children
	Regular supervision checks with supervising adults nearby in case of accident. Also make sure the playground equipment is age appropriate. Adult supervision to make sure the equipment is used in a safe manner. 

	First Aid kits to be taken to site of activity and First Aid to be administered if needed. Medical attention to be sought if additional help is needed. Staff to also assess the park before hand - if the park is old/ not useable then a visit to a different park is advised. 
	Responsible adult
	During visit to the park

	6
	Uneven surfaces, wet leaves or wet mud / grass. Child slipping or tripping and falling and causing serious injury to themselves / others.
	All group
	Advise the children to watch where they play as could be slippery. All visiting to wear suitable footwear. Making sure the children don't run around the site of the park
	If child is injured, First Aid to be administered. Spare clothing to be taken by teachers in case of a child falling and getting different media on clothing. Spillages to be cleaned up immediately. 
	Responsible adult
	During visit to the park

	7
	Potential of allergic reaction to the natural surroundings, for example an allergic reaction to the pollen in the surroundings. Could be hazardous to the children. 
	All group
	Parents of students to make staff aware of any allergies and staff to take list to park with them. 
	Children with allergies to be provided with PPE / kept away from the potential allergen. 
	Responsible adult
	During visit to the park

	8
	Any potential water features like ponds surrounding the park. 
	Mainly the children
	Regular supervision of the children and physical barriers / a member of staff standing guard to ensure they don't go near the water. 
	Adults supervising on the edge of the water to ensure no child goes near. 
	Responsible adult 
	During visit to the park






Section 4 - Reflection

Description
I had to prepare a risk assessment for an activity or piece of equipment for an Early Years setting. During this risk assessment I had to think of possible risks that could arise, measures that could be put in place to prevent them, and measures that could be taken if the risk became liable. I also had to think of who the risk would most likely affect, who would be responsible for putting the controls in place and maintaining them, and when the action would be taken. I chose to do an activity in the format of taking children on a trip to the local park to play on the playground equipment, and this came with an array of potential risks, including risks on the playground equipment, risk of the children getting disorientated, and risk of animals being nearby. 

Feelings
During the time it took me to create the risk assessment, I felt nervous at the level of responsibility that would come with the activity. Assessing the risks made me more aware of the risks and made me feel uneasy at the number of risks that could arise during our visit. I also felt uneasy doing the risk assessment as I'd never done one before but did not want to leave out any potential risks. I didn't want to leave out any potential risks as if one arises on the day, we would not be prepared for it with measures in place to control it. I felt pressured whilst doing the risk assessment as there was a great level of responsibility on me to make sure all the risks were acknowledged with measures in place to ensure the children and the staff taking part in the activity were protected. 

Evaluation
The good part of the experience of creating a risk assessment was that I had to think of risks that I'd never thought of before, and I also had to think of measures that could be put in place to control this risk. This made me feel more prepared for any possible risks that could arise in the future with activities. 


Analysis
Whilst looking back at my risk assessment, I can see that although I limit the self-directed play the child has, I still allow the children an element of the self-directed play. This will benefit them as it will allow them to figure out things for themselves and how to take healthy risks (Active Kids, 2015) and find innovative ways to think about the world and how it works. 

I also didn't eliminate all the risks and allowed them a level of risk to manage for themselves to encourage their self-directed play, but this was not a great amount so was still limiting them. It is vital that children get an element of risk to experience for themselves in order to develop priceless life skills and the confidence in themselves later on. Risky play can involve activities like:
· "Loose parts play - providing children with items such as ropes, sticks etc 
· Allowing children opportunity to climb, jump and challenge
· Using climbing apparatus in non-traditional ways such as going up the slide"
(Early Learning services, 2016)

In the example of my activity of going to the park, allowing the children to play with loose parts for example twigs, would pose too much of a risk as there would be a potential of them scratching themselves or getting splinters. This would be controlling their access to risky play and limiting their self-directed play - but as a practitioner it would be my responsibility to protect them from any harm. 

The children would however be accessing a small amount of risky play whilst playing on the playground equipment. It would give them a chance to climb, to play on equipment that would be different to that they'd play on in setting, introducing them to new risks but also plenty of different equipment for them to decide for themselves what they'd like to play with. The goal for allowing the children to experience risky play in the park would not be to eliminate the risks completely - this would be a great health and safety risk - but to weigh up the risks and their benefits. No child would learn about risk if they are prevented from ever experiencing it. 

Risky play in the park on the playground equipment would help them develop their important life skills, such as:
1. Curiosity and wonder
2. Balance and coordination
3. Playing with other children
4. Confidence and independence - especially as this would be one of the first times, they'd be in a place such as the park without family

However, it is important, as seen in the risk assessment, to have a balanced approach towards risk (Gill, 2015), to avoid serious injury. For example, if we allowed the children complete risky play in the park, they could suffer serious injury, for example jumping off a high point without an adult nearby, climbing trees and falling out, etc. It is important to acknowledge that the children need these risks, but not give them too much risk. 

However, I do not think that the risk assessment limits the children too much as they still have a good chance to explore to themselves - setting a radius for them to stay in allows an element of control in looking after the children but still gives them a good amount of land to explore and cover. Adults supervising the edge of the water again, controls their self-directed play but protects them from serious injury, whilst still giving them plenty of area to explore and cover. 

Conclusion and action plan
In the next risk assessment, I would explore different ways to allow the children more risk for themselves without limiting them whilst also being happy that they are safe and not at risk of serious danger. For example, taking them to somewhere where we wouldn't have to establish a radius for them to stay within, so they have complete control over where they go inside, strengthening their self-directed play. I would also take them somewhere with less dangerous risks, for example a soft-play centre, where the risks are limited, compared to an open park with the potential of vehicles, animals, strangers etc. But overall, I am happy that I have assessed all of the risks that could arise during a visit to the park and believed that I have come up with suitable measures to control any situations that may arise, whilst still allowing the children to experience risk and take part in self-directed play. 
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