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Play helps children dare to learn, even when they are uncertain about what will happen. It creates an attitude of mind which is curious, investigative, risk taking and full of adventure.       (Tina Bruce; 2011)





Holistic Play

There are many different types of play. However, all play should be holistic in its value. Holistic play needs to address the physical, intellectual, spiritual and emotional child. All children learn at different stages in their lives and holistic play supports their learning, at whatever area of development they are.
 Fredrich Froebel informs us that children need to express themselves through play, play being the most spiritual or highest form of activity in which humans engage.
Froebel encouraged the use of the outdoors and nature, he saw these as essential to learning as he put a greater importance on learning by doing, than on learning by instruction and observation.
The use of Forest Schools in the Foundation Phase ties into Froebel’s theory of enjoying nature and learning outdoors and provision is growing in Britain as the benefits are recognised. 
Forest schools are said to have started in Sweden in the 1950’s, offering a unique way of balancing and building independence and self-belief in each individual child. (Linda Pound;2014)

Forest Schools

The Forest School setting is not a regular one and certain rules have to be put in place, the area must be made as safe as possible for the children but it also has a different set of rules. These rules must be addressed during a risk assessment, however, the area must not be risk free for the child, or that would negate the purpose. 
The learning within this setting is play-based and must have clear beginnings and ends although the tasks will be child led and if possible, child-initiated. It is encouraged that as many adults as possible join the children, encouraging the participation of parents and carers, adult enjoyment is important, as they model the fun, risk and experience the children will enjoy. 
There are, it is claimed by supporters of outside, risk taking play, a number of positive outcomes for children. These include improved confidence and well-being, decision making and more self -belief, better language and listening skills and improved physical health and well-being. It promotes better understanding of our World and a responsibility to look after it and also, it develops imagination and creativity.  As stated by M Redford, the ideas represented by Vygotsky, by working with children in a progressive way, gradually introducing more complex tasks in Forest School can enable the practitioner to scaffold, bringing in prior knowledge and giving time for mixed ability groups of children to develop ideas and problem solving skills.





Self-Directed Play

Self-directed play is supported by Jean Piaget’s views on how a child should be allowed to experience their own play importance. Piaget said that there were stages of intellectual development, he saw the child as constantly changing their reality, increasing understanding every time. This was agreed upon by Freud, although his understanding of staged development was based more on a child’s emotional development. 
Through self-directed play, a child chooses when to play, with what and how, with as little direction as possible from a practitioner, for as long a period of time as is necessary. 
The self-directed play gives the child a sense of freedom, to make his own decisions and to exercise some independence from the practitioner leading the play centre. The child will be intrinsically motivated, meaning, the child will be driven to engage in the play that arises from within them making it naturally satisfying.
Such a style of play is creative play. Creative play uses the imagination, it involves the child playing with such things as puppets, stories, music and language.


Creative Play

Creative play was encouraged by Rudolf Steiner, his theory was to give children clarity of thought, encouraging a focus on rhythm, repetition and reverence. (Linda Pound; 2014)
Steiner thought that a formal education before the age of 7 smothered the child and was too formal, he believed that children needed to play focusing on natural materials and their play should be encouraged by their needs. 
If children are given the means to lead their own play, a box can become a new environment hourly. They can act out stories they have heard, make work or home environments and have adventures, making dangerous or safe places with goodies, baddies, monsters, super heroes, the list is endless. 
The child will understand other people’s ideas, feelings and relationships and they will stay flexible and develop their intelligence. (Tina Bruce 2011)
The creative child should be encouraged to express and communicate their ideas to both adults and children. The child can communicate by verbal and non-verbal cues, expressing their thoughts and feelings, also by deciphering other peoples’ verbal and non-verbal cues, making them better able to have empathy and understanding. 
Creative play can use role play, movement, music and language, basically using their language and imagination. (Jenny Roe; 2008)






The Benefits of Risk

Sensible health and safety is about managing risks, not eliminating them all. HSE (Health and Safety Executive) is not in the business of stamping out simple pleasures wherever they appear and at whatever cost. We recognise the benefits to children’s development of play, which necessarily involves some risk, and shouldn’t be sacrificed in the pursuit of the unachievable goal of absolute safety.  (Play Wales, 2008)



What are the benefits of offering children an environment which is not risk free?

Children that have the benefit of playing outside and taking some risks, can develop their ability to assess life and manage risk as they grow. A certain amount of risk is necessary in everyday life, from crossing the road to playing in a park. There is such a lot of benefit for the ‘risk taking’ child which will aid him in his life. It is vital to assess what children will lose out on if all risk is eliminated from the lives of our children. It is our role, as care givers, to ensure that the child is able to play in environments that have not eliminated risk but are none the less, safe.
As Bowlby states, ‘a tremendous difference to the intensity of fear responses is made by the presence or absence of a trusted companion’. Bowlby recognises that any risk diminishes if the person is accompanied by people the person trusts. As they are in a safe place, the perceived threat or risk is not as great, as they are calmer and more able to try something new, in familiar surroundings, with familiar people.
The child will be better able to solve problems and think freely, as solutions are not spoon fed to the child. He will be able to weigh up his own risks and act accordingly, some children will find this difficult and will struggle with simple tasks, some, however, will thrive and want to take more and more autonomy. 
At times, parents will need to be reassured that their child is safe and they should understand that a balance is needed between risk and fun. Adults might appreciate helping out at such times, furthering their understanding of the benefits of the risks and knowing that there are measures in place to minimise them. EYFS (2008) 

Play should be supported indoors and outdoors, although practitioners should be aware that play that is free flowing should not be interrupted. Play will ebb and flow naturally as children play, adults need to accurately assess when to get involved as the play could be interrupted by the adults’ involvement. 

For many children, the playground is the only area they may have in which to take risk as the social economic climate has changed radically over the last 40 years. Children now, don’t get the opportunity to play outside as it is considered too dangerous because of traffic, stranger danger etc. Children now, because families have less children, because of technology and spending more time supervised by adults, children have less, valuable outside play. 
Subsequently, children need to have this provision in school to produce more well rounded adults.
Michelle Wisbey of Montessori states, Risk-taking like other skills, needs to be learned and practised over time. By empowering children in their self-management, trusting them to make decisions around risk and allowing them to push themselves to that point of risk and danger, we are enabling them to learn and practise their risk assessment skills consistently giving them confidence in their own abilities.  



The chairperson of the HSE says 'Play - and particularly play outdoors - teaches young people how to deal with risk. Without this awareness and learning they are ill equipped to deal with adult life. Outdoor play and learning is an important part of our children's education. HSE endorses the proportionate advice in the guide. We should all make sure that needless health and safety excuses do not get in the way of activities. Of course take sensible and reasonable precautions, but let young people play.' 
PlayWales(2008)

 
   
Disabled children also have a right to play, Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child, state, that all children have a right to relax and play, and to join a wide range of activities. 
As Heaslip and Hewitt-Taylor state, allowing children with disabilities to make their own decisions about risk helps support them in the process of becoming independent and resilient adults. 
It’s also enlightening that children with a perceived disability will often respond well to other stimulation out of the classroom as they are more used to thinking differently as they employ strategies to work with their disabilities. 
A disabled child will show there are frequently ways around, through and over barriers that they encounter, whether it be in a school environment or outside. A child with disabilities deserves the chance to be included in all school activities. 

Self-Reflection

All forms of play are vitally important to children, different children have different needs on a day to day basis. Whereas a child could need reflective play in the morning after a difficult journey to school, he could need imaginative play later, as he role plays his morning problems with his friends. 
Any child needs to be supervised in a school setting but it is vitally important that the adult does not intrude on the play unless there is a good reason. If there is danger, or if a child needs to be taken to a safe place or if a child has a problem that needs intervention.
A practitioner needs to be aware at all times that she is risk assessing, whether it be inside or outside play, the adult always needs to be aware of the children playing in her care. 

In the classroom risk assessment might include checking that areas are clean and well lit, that toys are not broken or damaged, if they are they should be repaired immediately or removed. The risk assessment may involve the fire escape being accessible and a fire drill being carried out every half term. 

In the classroom, the practitioner also needs to be aware of the school first aider and where she is based, also, whether the children in class have allergies, asthma or any other potentially life altering illnesses. If so, where the childs medication is kept and if it is kept within the expiry date. 

It’s also important that risk assessments are carried out during outside play. The gates and doors need to be kept locked during school time and children and staff need to be aware what they should do if there is a problem with adults behaving strangely outside the school gates. We have an excellent relationship with the local PCSO in our school and she has advised us on many occasions. 

Also, outdoors, at playtimes, equipment needs to be checked regularly to make sure it is safe and well maintained. Any areas that are slippery or waterlogged should be coned off and the caretaker should be informed. This way, the children know not to approach that area as it may be dangerous. 
In the nature reserve there is a pond area, this has recently been fenced off so the children cannot get to it, it’s a fence which is high but the older children can still see over the top to observe the insects and wildlife. There are gates to get into our Nature Reserve that are kept shut so the younger children cannot get in unsupervised and also the children cannot get out if they are meant to be in there. 

It is important to allow the child time to play without intervention or direction and to enhance his risk taking skills for his future development. With careful planning, a staff and pupils who respect each other and the rules and Whole School participation, I think that children can only blossom from risk takin. Whether it is using a sharp knife to cut fruit in class, or using a sharp knife to make spears in the forest, It is building on the child’s skills and scaffolding for the future development of our children.
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