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Section One
	
Play has been a focal point in the development of children for decades. Many thinkers and scientists have researched the importance of play to a child’s development (Whitebread, 2012). This overwhelming research has resulted in Governments and Policy makers across Europe and the World recognising the benefits of play in early childhood education. 
Wales become the first country in the world to introduce a Play Policy which emphasises the importance the Government places on play and the benefits that can be had through implementation. (Play Policy, 2002)

There are many different types of play, all of which can help to develop different skills in readiness for more formal learning.

Imaginative play 

Imaginative play is a form of make believe or pretend play that has been described as being vitally important to the development of young children (Kaufman, 2012). Many experts believe it to be the highest level of play in the Early years (Leong and Bodrova, 2015). Like many forms of play, imaginative play can assist in the development of a wide range of skills and can help the child to develop holistically. In role-play scenarios, it can allow children to express themselves and explore language freely as well as developing co-operation, care and consideration for others. It can develop basic mathematical language and concepts, for example, counting products in the role play shop or working out what change will be needed from the till. Role play can aid them in exploring the world as they know it and can allow them to gain an appreciation for their own culture, heritage and lifestyle (Hendy, 2001). They are also able to explore a world of fantasy that they have created, (Learning through Play). This, in turn, contributes to the child’s creativity and language skills. They are able to use the language they have already acquired and can build their vocabulary through the introduction of new material that the practitioner can provide. 
It is the practitioner’s duty to develop the child’s skills, attitudes and knowledge they need for any future challenges they may face. This can be done by carefully planning quality pretend-play activities that meet the needs of all children and observing the need for intervention to ensure the child is making sense of their role (Hendy, 2001) 
Imaginative Play can be self-directed through the practitioner providing a range of open-ended resources and materials, for example, a home area which in enriched with everyday items allows the child to mimic and act out roles and scenarios of familiarity. They can begin to understand their own culture as they imitate what they have seen around them and practice the roles of their elders. It is suggested that this is why Vygotsky claimed that ‘a child is always above their age in play’ Macintyre (2001, p4).

To insure the self-directed play activity supports development, the practitioner can support and scaffold the learning. For children to be able to participate in self-directed imaginative play, they need to have background knowledge of different scenarios to build on their role play, for example, if a child was to play ‘hospital’ they need to be familiar with the setting and the roles of the Doctors and Nurses. This can be achieved through guest speakers, school trips and videos (Bodrova, 2008). By scaffolding imaginative play, for example, demonstrating the use of props and toys, the quality of play can be enhanced (Bodrova, 2008). Elkonin (1978) suggests that allowing children to plan for their make-believe play can provoke more mature play. This can be done by asking the children what they would like to play and what props they may need to carry out their role. By asking these probing questions, it is drawing the child’s attention to the specifics of their role. The planning for play can be done orally or to further the child’s learning and achieve greater benefits, they could be encouraged to draw or write their plans (Bodrova and Leong 2005, 2007).


Constructive play

Another form of play in the Early years is constructive play. It has been described
as being critically important for young children (Wardle, 2005). It involves the use of objects such as, blocks, lego, sand, clay, paint and other materials. Constructive play is an organised form of play and is often goal orientated. As the child develops, as will the complexity of the play (Johnson, Christie, & Wardle 2005). Piaget includes the use of constructive play in his ‘stages of play’ theory. He believed that children engage in types of play that reflected their level of cognitive development (Johnson, Christie and Wardle, 2005)

When implemented properly, constructive play can develop a wide range of skills including, problem solving- working out how to build and connect different objects, language- learning new vocabulary and how and when to use it and mathematical concepts, such as, measurement, weight, quantity and size. It can teach the child to connect, be inquisitive in their play and discover the functions of the materials they are using (Burman, no date). Constructive play can teach children to be flexible thinkers (Bruner, 1972), allowing them to think differently to solve problems. Playing constructively should provoke imagination and a thirst for discovery.

Constructive play can be supported by the practitioner through the provision of an array of open ended resources. Children should be given the free choice as to what they would like to play with, therefore, activities and materials should be readily available for the child to partake in. 

It is the adult’s role to provide an environment where all children can thrive and develop holistically. They should support the child in managing and controlling various tools and materials in a safe and secure environment. The practitioner should encourage self-directed play by allowing the child to choose the activity in which they would like to partake and supplying the materials they need to expand their interests and schema (Dowling, 2010).

It is important that the practitioner is aware of the developmental level of the pupils they are working with to enable them to scaffold the child’s learning to the appropriate level (Wheeler, no date). The practitioner can support and scaffold self-directed play by interacting with the children and asking appropriate questions that will make the child think logically and encourage any further exploration. Questions that provoke thought, for example, What is your model for? Will allow the child to think about what they are doing and test their ideas (Burman, no date). 

Practitioners can blend both of their roles regarding self-directed play and supported play through observation and intervening when necessary. They should support the play but not interfere and take away from the self-directed learning Bruce (2010).


Section Two

Children are often drawn to risk-taking activities, for example climbing, sliding and balancing (Little, 2012). They can receive the same rush that adults can feel when they are doing something that is exciting and exhilarating. It has been argued that children should be exposed to activities where they can be brave and adventurous (McMillan, 1930). However, with the increased regulations of today and the emphasis on risk aversion (Beck, 1993), a child’s upbringing is becoming compromised by a lack of opportunity to partake in risky play (Gill, 2007). Goddard Blythe (2004) would agree with this as he states, a lack of adventurous play can contribute to clumsiness and difficulties in learning skills that require balance and co-ordination, for example, riding a bike. 


The ability to manage risk and assess danger is a life skill that all children need to develop (Tovey, 2010). If a child is not exposed to risk then they are missing out on an important part of their lives (Moss, 2002). It can be crucial to the development of the child’s confidence, allowing them to push the boundaries of their capabilities (Bilton, 2010). 


Whilst promoting risky play is of great benefit to the child, it is still important to adhere to health and safety rules by not placing the child in any unnecessary risk. This is somewhat of a grey area with many practitioners lacking awareness as to what is deemed reasonable risk. Tovey (2010) suggests that an urgent debate is needed within the early years to discuss the issues of play and risk taking. The Health and Safety Executive accepts that the provision of play in various environments is likely to expose children to a degree of risk and sometimes even danger, however, they fully support the provision of risky play (HSE, 2012).


There is a belief that adults are impeding on a child’s upbringing (Cunningham, 2006) by wrapping them in cotton wool. When a child is mollycoddled they are unable to pre-empt risk which can result in a lack of self-confidence (Hackitt, 2016). However, when a child has the opportunity to experience uncertainty and potential hazards, they are more likely to build a resilience and develop as robust individuals (Hart, 2016). Through taking a leap of faith at a new or challenging experience, it is likely there will be times when the child will experience failure or negative consequences for their actions, however, in doing so they will be building a resilience and a coping mechanism for such events (Little, 2012). 
There is also the danger that if children are not introduced to opportunities where they can experience risky activities, in the more secure environment of a setting with experienced practitioners, they will seek the thrill of risk elsewhere, which potentially, could result in an accident (Hart, 2016).


Risky play can take place in a variety of environments but the great outdoors often offers more challenging experiences to take place (Bilton, 2010).
Athey (1990), states that outdoor play on a variation of terrains can have a positive effect on the child’s cognitive skills and the development of their mathematical and scientific concepts. This is possible due to the whole body experience they are undertaking. They are discovering a range of concepts, for example, height, weight, speed, gradient, distance and momentum, as well as developing their spacial awareness (Athey, 1990).
Bruner (1976) suggests that this type of play can create flexible thinkers, this is due to the fact they can be innovative and experimental, for example, discovering different ways in which they could descend down an embankment. A study by Little, Sandsetter and Wyver (2012) suggests that the child’s holistic development can be enhanced through risk taking opportunities as they can expand their problem solving, motor skill development and confidence and self-esteem.


Children need the hands-on experience of risky play so they can become self-regulators of their safety, without this they have no way of knowing what is safe and what is not (Bilton, 2010). Sutton- Smith (1997) would agree as she believed that exploration of such activities allows the child to familiarise themselves with the environment, thus developing an awareness of what is dangerous and how far to push the boundaries of discovery. For example, if a child was jumping over objects in the outdoors, they are discovering their capabilities, if they were to miss judge their ability and stumble, they will learn to assess and manage the risks involved (Christensen & Mikkelsen, 2007).
For many practitioner’s the worry of exposing children to risk and the potential consequences they could face should something go wrong is enough to put them off providing such opportunities. Tovey (2010) acknowledges that many practitioners are fearful of exposing children to risk due the culpability they may face. 
However, The Children’s Play and Leisure: promoting a balanced approach high-level statement (2012) insures that health and safety should not be a barrier to play opportunities of challenge. Contrary to what many practitioners believe due to mistaken health and safety concerns, the HSE which regulates health and safety in the work place, does not aim to have all risk removed, instead, it suggests that ‘sensible adult judgements are all that is generally required to derive the best benefits to children whilst ensuring that they are not exposed to unnecessary risk’ HSE (2012:1).


To summarise, it is essential that children are given autonomy to experience risky play in a well-managed environment. They should be supported to experiment with risk so they can begin to self-regulate their safety.






	RISK ASSESSMNET YEAR 1
TRIP: Locality Walk to the Castle Woods
	

	HAZARD
	WHO IS AT RISK
	PRECAUTIONS
	
	ASSESSMENT/UPDATE

	Traffic: Busy roads, crossing and ensuring children stay on the pavements
	C & A
	· Road Safety talk before departure
· Children to walk in line along pavement, singly or in 
pairs
· Adults to be spaced out evenly throughout the line and 
     on the outside of the line
· Cross roads together, wait by the kerb until the teacher tells children to cross road
· Teacher to stay in road to warn traffic. First children to cross the road should stand in designated spot until everyone has safely crossed
· On narrow pavements, children to go single file
· Use crossings where possible
	
	

	Separation from group





	C 
	· All adults to have list of groups
· Children to identify their group leader before leaving school and to stay with them at all times
· Group leader to check and count children at regular intervals, especially transition times
· Children to be accompanied to the toilet
	
	

	Trips and slips
	C 
	· Stay on main path ways
· Take care on un-even ground, especially if wet
· Be aware of tree roots and other trip hazards
· Awareness of slippery leaves
· Single file down steps 
· Wait in turn, do not push

	
	

	Dog Safety
	C 
	Children to follow usual procedures with dogs as discussed in class:
· Do not approach dogs
· If approached, stand still, do not run, shout, scream or crouch down
· Do not handle and try not to stand in dog mess
	
	

	 Hazardous media
	C & A
	· Adults to check the picnic bench area for any hazardous 
           objects and remove if safe to do so
	
	

	Brambles, Unknown foliage 



	C & A
	· Children to be careful when collecting foliage, adults to supervise and be aware of unusual species
	
	



Section Four
I am following Gibbs’ (1998) model of reflection as I felt it was the most appropriate reflection cycle to convey my experiences and findings on the recent trip to the local woods.
Description
I have supplied a copy of a risk assessment that I have recently used on a locality walk to the Castle Woods. Myself, the class teacher, two teaching assistants and one parent took the year one class on a nature walk to the local woodland. The class teacher had allowed me to lead the session as part of my professional development and in readiness for the PPA sessions I will soon be covering. The class consisted of twenty-five pupils, three of which have a statement for SEN. A parent of one of the SEN children attended. The purpose of the trip was for the children to use their senses to explore the woodland. 
Feelings
I felt quite confident completing the risk assessment as it was a trip that I have partaken in many times and I am fairy used to the necessary procedures. However, having a number of SEN pupils attending did make me feel slightly anxious as I wanted every child to safely enjoy the experience and have their individual needs met. I aimed to provide a stimulating experience where the children could use their senses to discover and explore the natural environment.
Evaluation
Overall, the trip was a success. The children enjoyed the experience, explored their senses and they all returned to school safely. The risk assessment was suitably planned and covered all the aspects of risk we encountered. The planned activities worked well and the criteria was met. However, I do feel that I placed too much emphasis on the activities and didn’t allow for enough ‘free time’ where the children could experience the woods and initiate their own learning.  
Analysis
The planned activities consisted of a number of tasks where the children were asked to use their senses to explore the woodland. Bilton (2010) indicates that environmental experiences are a great way to hone in on the child’s senses and Bruce (2010) points out that the senses are the channel of experience which need constant stimulation. The children were sent off in their groups with their group leader. The group leader led the activities by asking each child to draw something they could see and hear. They were also asked to find various items that had a different feel to them, for example, leaves, sticks, bark, moss and lyceum. These were to be placed on the worksheet provided. This is why I included the ‘unknown foliage’ section in the risk assessment. On previous visit’s there have been mushroom’s growing around a number of the trees and I was concerned that the children may try and pick these. Not having the knowledge of what species of mushrooms they were, I was concerned they could be poisonous so I asked for each member of staff to be extra vigilant in ensuring they were not touched. The children thoroughly enjoyed rummaging around on the woodland ground and some become competitive, looking for the most unusual items. Others became side-tracked and initiated their own learning activities by discovering what wildlife lurked below the logs. I noticed their leaders reigning them in as there was little time to complete all the activities. This was a huge shame and mainly down to the fact that I had planned to many activities in the short time frame we had. Had they of been given free time to explore and initiate learning through their interests (Bruce, 2010) they would have been developing their agency. 
Some of the children had discovered a recently fallen down tree which was slightly off the main path, although I had suggested to ‘stay to main paths’ in my risk assessment, I reassessed the situation and allowed the children to explore their findings. The tree wasn’t too high and looked stable so I outweighed the possible risk with the potential experience (Bilton, 2012) and decided it was suitable for the children to climb and explore.    
I was grateful that the SEN pupils mother stepped in to attend after the child’s one to one was off school due to sickness, her presence was invaluable. Had she not been able to attend, I feel the trip would have had to been cancelled due a child-adult ratio deficiency. Therefore, further provisions need to be put in place should this situation reoccur. Child A found the unfamiliarity of the woodland hard to cope with and was uninterested in partaking in any of the planned activities. For future visits, further provision will be needed to ensure Child A’s safety as she had a tendency to climb trees. Whilst I want her to be given autonomy to experience these opportunities and for her to learn to regulate risk (Bilton, 2010) her lack of knowledge and understanding means she should be supported throughout such activities.   

Conclusion/ Action Plan
This trip has taught me to be better with my time keeping, I need to allow for self-directed learning and not place so much emphasis on the planned tasks. I realised that the senses activities could have been continued in the school grounds but the opportunity for the children to experiment with their bodies on a range of terrains where they could develop their awareness of danger and build their self-confidence, could only be fulfilled in an environment like the woods. Therefore, the next time I take the children to the woods I think it would be a good idea to allocate some time for free play. 
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