Children’s play: principles and practice.
[image: ]	














(Source: Google images A, no date)




Contents page
Section one
About play   								          3-4
Imaginative play								5
Physical play									6
Section two
Risky play
Why exposing children to risks are beneficial?                                       7
The role of the adult and Health and safety                                            7-8

Section three
Risk assessment                                                                                 9-13
Section four
Reflection                                                                                         14-17
Reference list                                                                                               18- 20








Section one
About play
Play is “A physical or mental leisure activity that is undertaken purely for enjoyment or amusement and has no other objective” (Jephcott, 2017).
“Playing is what children and young people do when they follow their own ideas, in their own way and for their own reasons” (Play Wales, 2012, p.2).
Play should be a natural process and children should be given plenty of opportunities for free choice where they can explore the world around them and gain new experiences. Regardless of children’s abilities or behaviour all children should have opportunities for play as play is important to children’s development and well-being. Tina Bruce believes that play supports children’s well-being and children learn more through play (Bruce, 2011). Children’s rights are important to children’s development and should be respected as play is important for children and contributes to their development, as Article 31 states that children have the right to relax and play (Children’s Commissioners for Wales, 2018).
Research shows that play is crucial to children’s development, more so in a safe environment with plenty of opportunities to play and explore. When children explore it allows them to create a world that they can control, helping them overcome their fears. Play supports children’s holistic development and cognitive development as well as their ability to think, understand communicate, remember, use their imagination and problem solve what might happen next (WAG, 2002). These ideas are supported by Piaget and Vygotsky who also believed play to support children’s development.  Play contributes to creative, emotional, physical, and social development that will carry on through to adulthood. Forming relationships also contribute to children’s cognitive development. The brain can be affected by different experiences. Children should be given a variety of different play opportunities to support healthy brain development (Brown, 2013).
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Bruce (2011) believes that play is children’s work and promotes play stating that it is important and necessary to children’s development. She suggests that children learn and develop through play and believes that play helps children to understand how they feel.  Children should be provided with an environment that is safe, fun and stimulating.
According to the Foundation Phase Framework (2008), children should have access to a well-planned and organised environment that helps them develop and learn. It should be fun, exciting, stimulating, and safe. Opportunities for play should be both indoors and outdoors (WAG, 2008).



Imaginative play
Imaginative play can often be undervalued.  For children play is a way of engaging and making sense of the world around them, and provides opportunities for children to identify the adult world. Children will often role play their understanding and interpretation of the role of an adult.  Role play helps children develop life skills such as learning to dress themselves and to share and cooperate with others. When children learn to dress themselves they master fine manipulating skills they learn these skills when they are:
· Manipulating buttons on dressing up clothes or dolls.
· Pressing buttons on a telephone.
· Writing a shopping list.
As well as life skills imaginative play helps to develop negotiation skills, turn taking, problem solving and also helps them to understand and express their feelings. Children will often take on different roles that encourage discipline and empathy. Imaginative play allows children to become anyone and do anything in their own pretend world.  Through this children experience fantasy play and distinguish the difference between fantasy and reality.  Children develop language, communication and listening skills.  They begin to recognise others ways to communicate with others and what is being communicated through body language such as smiling and nodding (Hendy and Toon, 2001, p.9)
Through imaginative play children are also experiencing dramatic play.  Dramatic play encourages children to take on the role of others. Such role playing helps children to improve their ability to apply this into real life. Dramatic play also encourages expressive language. Expressive language is an important skill that helps children to learn how to express their wants and needs. Dramatic play promotes the use of symbolic play. Symbolic play is a way Children can use ideas, actions or items to represent any of their own ideas, actions or items through their play (Veale, 2017).
Vygotsky sociocultural theory suggested that through playing and using their imagination children were further developing their conceptual abilities and knowledge of the world. Vygotsky stressed how important play was to children’s learning. Vygotsky also believed that children learn actively through hands on experiences (Very Well Mind, 2018).

Physical Play
According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008) physical play helps develop children’s body control and movements.  The practitioner’s role is to ensure that activities are well planned and that children have plenty of space in order for them to use their bodies vigorously for them to gain spatial awareness and balance.  Restrictions should be limited this will enable Children to experiment with movement. Practitioners should give children opportunities to use large and small equipment to support gross motor and fine manipulative development.  This contributes to children’s holistic development.  Practitioners should understand the importance play has on children’s development. Practitioners should support children’s development and understand when it is appropriate to intervene.  The practitioner’s role is to challenge children’s problem solving and thinking skills and let play be self-directed. (WAG, 2008).
Research shows physical play contributes to brain development and helps a child to develop connections between the nerve cells and the brain. As these connections develop, a child’s fine and gross motor skills, social skills, personal awareness, language, creativity and problem solving are improved (Veale, 2017).
Rough and tumble play supports physical development children use their whole body.  Rough and tumble play supports physical development and helps children develop self-control, compassion, boundaries and about their own abilities.  Rough tumble play contributes to social, emotional and cognitive development. Huber, (2016)
When children are given opportunities for self-directed play it gives them a sense of freedom and control of their own environment. Children should be given opportunities for self-directed play as it enables them to express their emotions and explore their own identity.  Children’s independence and confidence will grow and they will learn skills that no one else can teach them.  Providing the environment is safe practitioners need to take a step back and leave children take control over their learning.  Practitioners should encourage children to take part in self-directed play and leave them explore and use their imagination.  Children start to realise that there are many things that they can achieve by being independent and encourages them to become independent thinkers and learners.  Self-directed play allows children to become creative and stimulates their imagination. Children develop problem solving skills by making something work the way they want it to. All of these contribute to holistic development (Hollis Montessori School, 2018).
Section two
Why exposing children to risks are beneficial?
According to Sarah Knight (2011) risky play is important for children’s development and where children have opportunities to take risks and manage their mistakes. She states that “without” exposure to risks children will not learn to keep themselves safe.
When children are given opportunities to take risks children develop resilience as they start to enjoy adventurous and daring activities.  Children are likely to continue to take risks through to adulthood.  However if children are not exposed to risk this could limit their experiences and those that help children develop (Veale, 2017).
Risky play develops children’s social and emotional need.  Providing children with opportunities to interact with the natural world, opportunities for challenge, risk taking and socialising with others supports a child’s holistic development.   Whether play is self-directed, independent or playing with others play supports children holistically (Foundation Education, 2018).
The role of the adult and Health and Safety
Sarah Knight (2011) believes that the adult role is to support risky play, teach children to assess risk and offer children opportunities to use a range of tools safely without stopping risk.  Practitioners should be offering activities that encourage children’s interests and curiosity. Practitioners help to build children’s confidence and allow them to take manageable risks in play.  Activities should be well planned and allow children to access physical challenges.  Physical challenges support development of the whole body.
· Climbing develops strength, co-ordination and balance.
· Jumping contributes to bone density. (Play Wales, 2016, pg.2)
It is important that practitioners can differentiate between a risk which is measureable and hazard which is unpredictable.
· A risk is part of everyday life that has potential to come to harm.
· A hazard anything that is likely to cause harm.
Practitioners should be able to deal with risks appropriately.  Practitioners should know how to respond to an incident properly following procedures (HSE, 2012).
The Welsh Assembly Government (2002) recognises the significance and the value of play in children’s development. They understand the desire children have to seek out opportunities to take increasing risks. They believe that taking risks is an essential part of their play and learning. The children’s environment should be extended a range of opportunities for play should be given remembering their physical and psychological well-being.
The Health and Safety Executive fully supports the provision of play for all children in a range of different environments. The Health and Safety Executive states that ‘Play is great for children’s development. When planning and providing children with play opportunities, the goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits. No child will learn about risk if they are wrapped up in cotton wool.’  The Health and Safety Executive also understand that sometimes during play children will be exposed to risk and potential dangers.  They do not want “mistaken” health and safety concerns to create “sterile” play environments that prevent children from learning and developing (HSE, 2012).
However, Play Wales (2016) has a different approach on outdoor play and risks, stating that when we provide children with outdoor play opportunities, we should take a “common sense approach” to health and safety.  Accidents will occur it should not discourage or stop us from using the outdoor area. Outdoor play has far more benefits that outweigh risks “Scrapes, bumps and bruises are all part of growing up” (Play Wales, 2016, pg.6).
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Section 3 
Risk Assessment
Activity being assessed:  Den building. 
	What is the Hazard?
	Who might be harmed?
	How might people be harmed?
	Existing control measures

	Action controls
	Describe any further controls/action needed 
	Action / monitored by whom?
	Retorted to who 

	sticks/ bamboo sticks

	Children, adult and visitors.
	Children poking/hitting other children with sticks/ bamboo sticks.
Splinters.
Head or body injury by sticks being swung or lifted/dropped.
	Checking sticks before use.

Children reminded about school rules.
	Children told to be aware of others using/lifting sticks.
Be careful handling sticks. Wear gloves.
No running when carrying sticks.
Not to use sticks to hit others.
First aid kit must be easily accessible at all times.
	Children to be monitored closely when using sticks.
	Teacher, caretaker and staff.  
	First aider, head teacher, parents.

	
Outdoor area 
	Children, adult and visitors.
	Dog mess 
Branches
plants  
Fencing 
Surfaces
Insects/ animals 
	Children may stand/ touch dog mess.
Children may touch poisonous plants.
Children might slip fall hurt themselves.
Children may get bitten or stung.
	Remind children to keep an eye out for dog mess.
Avoid touching plants.
Remind children school rules.

First aid kit must be easily accessible.
Be aware of allergies.  
	Area to be checked over by adults.
Remind children about rules.
First aider present.
Any medication available in case of emergencies. 
	Teacher and staff.
	Caretaker, head teacher.

	Collapsed den.
	Children and adults.
	Branches sticks.
Equipment.
	Children could end up with cuts, bumps and bruises.
	No children to enter dens until secure. 
	Remind children about health and safety policies.
	Teachers and staff.
	First aider, head teacher or parents. 

	Weather 

	 Children, adult and visitors.
	Excessive rain.
Cold weather.
Ice/frost.
Muddy puddles.
Boggy grass area. 
	Children and adults may get wet and cold.
Area may become muddy/slippery children and adults may slip or fall.
Area could be icy/ frozen.
	Class teacher to check weather forecast daily and assess changes.
Children to wear warm waterproof clothing and wellies.
Spare clothing.

	Remind children about health and safety policies.
	Teachers and staff.
	 First aider, head teacher and parents.

	Blankets, tarpaulins, nets, ropes

	Children and adult.
	Suffocation. 
	Children may put blankets on their heads over faces. 
	Children to be monitored.
	Children to be reminded about safety.
	Teachers and staff.
	First aider, head teacher and parents.

	IPads
	Children and adults.
	Bruises. 
Broken/ dirty. 
	Children may throw or drop iPad. 
c

	No running with iPad. 
Protective case.

	Children to be reminded about rules.
	Teachers and staff.
	Head teacher and ICT advisor.

	Climbing fences
	Children.
	Cuts, bruises or broken bones.
Get stuck.
Escape. 

	Children may climb. 


	Remind children not to climb fences.
	Children to be reminded about school rules.
Children to be monitored closely.
First aider available.
	Teachers and staff.
	Head teacher, first aider and parents.

	sheds
	Children.
	Splinters. 
Cuts and bruises.

	Children may wonder off.
Children may get hurt. 
	Children to be  supervised at all times.
	Remind children not to wonder off and stay in groups.
	Teachers and staff.
	Head teacher, first aider and parents. 

	Slopes/banks
	Children.
	Cuts and bruises. 
	Children may wonder off.
Children may get hurt. 
	Children to be supervised at all times.
	Remind children not to wonder off and stay in groups.
	Teachers and staff.
	Head teacher, first aider and parents.

	Hidden areas
	Children.
	Loose children.
Cuts and bruises.
	Children may wonder off.
Children may get hurt. 
	Children to be supervised at all times.
	Remind children not to wonder off and stay in groups.
	Teachers and staff.
	Head teacher, first aider and parents.







Section four 
Reflection 
[image: Image result for gibbs reflective cycle]









                                                                   (Source: ELN, 2010)
Description
The task involved taking responsibility for risk assessing an activity which initially I felt apprehensive about. This led me to ensure my activity involved a wide range of independence skills and play opportunities.  Children were given a challenge where they had to build a den in the outdoor area using their imagination thinking about who may live there.  They could build a den using:
· Sticks/bamboo sticks.
· Natural materials.
· Rope/string.
· Blankets, nets and tarpaulins.
This activity linked to the two play types mentioned in section two. Children were reminded to stay in their groups and would be supervised / observed by an adult throughout the activity. Children were engaged in the activity and worked collaboratively sharing ideas with others. When I started writing my risk assessment I thought very carefully about what equipment the children would be using and about the outdoor environment.  Safety was my biggest worry.
Feelings 
During my first draft of the risk assessment I worried that I would miss a key risk which would result in a child being hurt. My main focus was the children’s safety and wanting them to have fun at the same time. Although this lead me to consider that all aspects of the role poses different dangers and team working supports this process. I felt this activity needed a detailed risk assessment as there were lots of risks in the environment such as plants, branches insects and needed to take into consideration children’s medical needs (Allergies).
Evaluation
Overall I thought it was a good risk assessment because I covered lots of potential risks in the outdoor area. I predicted the use of equipment.  Thought about the risks after the children built their dens and entered or lay down in their dens the risks being brambles and sticks protruding from the ground. Also keeping in mind that part of learning is for children to experience risks through the outdoors and trusting their decisions to stay safe.   However I could have improved my risk assessment by thinking about tools they would use to cut rope/ string.  Children needed a sharp scissors to cut the rope.  If I had added scissors to my risk assessment children would have been given opportunities to cut the rope themselves.  Unfortunately staff took control and cut the rope for the children not allowing this activity to be self-directed in parts.  
Analysis
Through observation I have been able to identify both good and bad points of the risk assessment. Good points being the children were fully engaged in the activity working collaboratively and shared ideas with others. Children were socialising with others throughout. All of these aspects contribute to children’s holistic development (Foundation Education, 2018).
When the children were building their dens they started to work together as a team using communication skills as they communicated their ideas. Den building was a really good physical activity because as they were constructing their dens they were developing their gross motor skills and strengthening muscles by using their whole body (Early Years Careers, 2016). 
Children were having fun and using their imagination throughout.  This contributed to their wellbeing and brain development. Froebel’s theory suggests that play is fundamental to children’s development and emotional well-being. He emphasised the importance of the outdoor environment.  However, Skinner saw play as a reward. He believed that after learning children deserved to play (Pound, 2005)
After many observations the bad points being that the children needed a sharp scissors to cut the rope. At this stage I realised I had completely missed out ‘Scissors’ from my risk assessment.  Unfortunately due to my health and safety worries staff took control and cut the rope for the children. By staff cutting the rope this activity in parts was not allowing self-directed play opportunities. Children should have been given the chance to cut the rope independently this would of enabled them to take risks and make decisions for themselves. “Accidents and mistakes happen during play – but fear of litigation and prosecution has been blown out of proportion” (HSE, 2012, p.3).
As mentioned in section two Sarah Knight (2011) promotes risk and suggests that allowing children to take risks is beneficial because “without” exposure to risks children will not learn to keep themselves safe.
Risk is an essential and a healthy element of children’s play. Risk-taking behaviour often involves mastering new tasks or conquering fears, and helps children deal with anxieties. It also helps them develop an understanding of empathy. Children become aware of their own and others emotions (Pound, 2005).
Conclusion 
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude if I was given the task that involved taking responsibility for risk assessing an activity I would take into account the tools that children might need to build their dens.  If I had included scissors in the risk assessment children would have had more opportunities to take control of their challenge and make decisions. They would have experienced risk.  I feel staff had to take control which took away children’s independence and opportunities for self-directed play. Self-directed play is essential to risky play and helps children develop resilience. I feel in terms of the outdoor environment the risk assessment was too controlled and children were unable to explore the environment independently as I was too worried about the children’s safety throughout the activity.  I should have had more trust in the children’s ability to assess risks and make their own decisions.  If children are not given opportunities to make their own decisions about risk the chances are they will lack confidence in later years. As a practitioner I should have taken a step back and encouraged them to take risks and make their own decisions about risk.  Allowing them to do this would enable them to develop life skills they can use in adulthood.
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“It is a happy talent to

know how to play.”
-Ralph Waldo Emerson





