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Children’s Play: principles and practice.




“Children’s play is rich, varied, organic and constantly evolving.  It can explore different types at the same time, flow from one to another and back again.” (Hughes, 1996, cited in  playeverything.wordpress.com, no date), whether across academia or daily public life play is seen and acknowledged as key in child development, appropriately summarised in the above quote. 
Play can take many forms. It can be loud, disorganised and social but it can also be soft, focused and independent . “Play is the highest form of learning in early childhood,” (Bruce, 2011, p97), it is so varied that many have tried to categorise it. Play ranges from, ‘self-directed play’ and ‘structured play’, and many points in between (Play Wales 2017, p1). Bob Hughes’s states sixteen different play types. The purpose of identifying these is for adults to understand and facilitate play, he also says the list is constantly evolving and will never be complete (Play Wales, 2017, p1). Whereas, the New Zealand born theorist B Sutton-Smith has identifies 308 forms of play, which is categorised in to seven ways of thinking; progress, fate, power, identity, the imaginary, the self and frivolity (Sutton-Smith, 2011). Whilst both these theorists are stressing the importance of play, there are clearly diverging theories and beliefs which would potentially lead to different ways of understanding the importance of play. It is therefore, important to understand the different types of play and ensure that practitioners are identifying these in the child’s setting.
Many areas of life that were once less politicised have now become so. “Children” being one. In 1991 the UK Government agreed to conform with the 54 articles, 42 rights from the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Welsh Assembly Government summarised these Rights in their own seven core aims. The aims declare children and young people have the right to a flying start to life, an inclusive choice of education and learning possibilities, have the best possible health care and have access to play and leisure activities (Play Wales, 2019b). The children need to know your listening and that you respect them, also that they have a safe home with a community to support their wellbeing and are not disadvantaged by poverty, race or culture. Play Wales use these aims to ensure children’s service provision supports children’s holistic development through play.
One of Hughes (1996) play types is locomotor play, he states this is “movement in any or every direction for its own sake”. “The main benefit of locomotor play is thought to be an acceleration of motor skill acquisition” (Berghänel, Schülke and Ostner,2015) their research states if you over depend on locomotor play it can affect body growth and repair. By default, this suggests the need for a much more holistic approach, which will be evaluated and discussed later. Walking is one of the first locomotor skills and significant physical developmental milestones for all young children. Usually, it would be expected that they begin to grasp the more complicated skills of skipping, sliding, and leaping by the age of three. Locomotor is a physical activity and includes many activities like running, jumping, swinging, ball games, cycling, dancing and gymnastics. “Locomotor play is play that is physically vigorous: e.g. chase, climbing, and rough-and-tumble play” (Pellegrini and Smith, 1998). Children need lots of opportunities to practice their locomotor skills; freedom and space is demanded for this kind of play. Hughes indicates that locomotor play is a way of “increasing familiarity with the environment, learning which parts are safe and which must be avoided” (Play Wales, 2017, p6). Locomotor and physical play provide much needed stimulus both for the mind and body: consider - child obesity - so prevalent with its’ associated health/medical conditions similarly rising. Additionally, children benefit with increased balance, flexibility, strength, agility and stamina.
The second play type under consideration is sensory play, it “is any activity that stimulates children’s senses: touch, smell, taste, sight and hearing. Stimulating the senses helps children develop thinking, language, social, emotional, and physical skills” (Famlii.com, no date) the skills improved by this play type are correlated within their holistic development. 
From the day they are born, children know how to explore the world using their senses. Babies always touch everything and put things in their mouths, also they make funny noises with their mouths and explore sounds with their fingers in their ears.  Sensory play involves activities to help motivate and develop what a child sees, hears, touches, tastes and smells. It also includes how they move their bodies. The engagement of the seven senses, helps children make sense of the world around them. Sensory exploration is a way for children to examine, discover, categorize, and making sense of their surroundings. Creative Play website suggests that sensory play has five key benefits, it builds nerve connections within the developing brain’s neural pathways, it helps support language and cognitive development, motor skills, problem solving and social interaction. 
Sensory play also helps calm a frightened or frustrated child,  develop and enhance memory function and teach vital sensory elements from wet to dry and cold to hot. Children are little investigators. Piaget says that telling children lots of facts about a thing, without them exploring it with their senses, is not very helpful. They need to be able to see, taste, smell, touch, move, and hear the things they are discovering. This is called “concrete learning”(Aussie Childcare Network, 2018).
According to Maria Montessori, "play is the child's work" (Rollins, 2017). The Montessori method allows children to spend their play time discovering and imagining. Montessori recognise play as being sensory, using a hands-on approach. Also self-directed as the child sets their own pace, and the practitioner is on hand to help as and when required.
The Welsh Government Play Policy (2002) defines play as :
Play encompasses children's behaviour which is freely chosen,				 personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no 		external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of				 healthy development – not only for individual children, but also				 for the society in which they live (Play Wales, 2019a).
Freely chosen, personally directed and self-directed play means that children themselves choose what, when, how to play, with their own rules and roles that they take as part of the play. It is not a set activity and does not have any rules or regulations. Intrinsically motivated means that play is accepted, with no need for reward or approval. Self-directed play enables children to develop and follow their instincts, play, co-operate with their peers to achieve the desired outcome and more importantly learn from the process. The role of the adult is to support the children, with encouragement, materials and items they can use for play. Children need a safe and secure place to play freely. This is a time for adults to simply observe and wait to be requested for help or be invited to play. 
Play supports the holistic development of children, nurturing all parts including physical, emotional, spiritual, creative and intellectual development. Physical locomotor play develops fine and gross motor skills using all the senses, it aids balance and co-ordination which are vital for children’s wellbeing.  Emotional and social development is expressed during play, they process their feelings and thoughts, fears, desires and anxieties whilst being in a safe secure environment. The child feels in control of their world and can build confidence and self-esteem. Another part of their holistic development is their intellectual process, the way they think, problem solve, and reason, cannot be taught directly but learnt through effective play. Being creative enables children to express feelings and emotions in a manner of different ways, using colours, shapes, textures, sounds and sights, this helps develop their sensory capabilities. Moral and spiritual development is understanding right from wrong, values, responsibilities, empathy and the world around them. Holistic development focuses on all parts of a child instead of just one.
Montessori commets:
One main goal of holistic development is to encourage children to connect with others around them and be in touch with their natural surroundings. Children are taught that the world is an interconnected place with cooperation among humans, plants and animal” (Reference, 2019)
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Section 2.
What is risky play? Risky play can be described as a thrilling and exciting activity, that involves taking risks of physical harm, it also provides opportunities for challenge, exploring boundaries and learning the dangers. Arguably, therefore an essential part of children’s play. Perhaps even a facet which makes us human. “Activities such as climbing, sliding, balancing, jumping from heights and hanging upside down can be considered as risky” (Tovey, 2010, cited in Wilkinson, 2015). He also believes “Risky play gives children the opportunity to extend their limits and learn life skills. Success and failure provide children with the motivation to try again and work out different ways of doing things”. Piaget believed “schema” or “schemes” are clusters of ideas that can be repeated in situations to gain a desired outcome (Andrews, 2012, p89). Children often fail at first but with repetition can succeed in the end. “If at first you don’t succeed” (Palmer, C19th, p154)
Everyday lives are full of risk, it is important to help children prepare for their future. Early years settings can provide opportunities to participate in risky and challenging play in a safe learning environment. They gain important life skills such as making choices, problem solving, measuring risk and learning how to cope socially and emotionally in group situations. Children’s levels of risk will vary from child to child, yet most children will actively seek risk and challenge in play as they explore the world around them and learn their own physical capabilities. Managing risk is “key to providing opportunities that support growth and development and keep children safe from unreasonable risk and injury. The balancing of these two is vital for our children’s health and development”. (Allen and Rapee, 2005 cited in Carrigg, 2016).  Life skills formed from risky play include balance and coordination, creativity, curiosity, confidence, independence and resourcefulness, also the ability to assess the risk and consequences of their actions. It is important that practitioners and parents recognise the importance of risky play and understand that safety policies and regulations are put in place to secure this vital form of play.
The key for practitioners is to establish a well-managed, organised and supportive outdoor area, to ensure children are learning and developing through the environment that is stimulating, fulfilling their sensory needs and challenging their abilities, but where avoidable risk is managed. The outdoor area should support all different ages and abilities, include various textures, even and uneven ground and climbing apparatus. Areas can be sectioned off using natural hedging, logs or tyres. Separate areas can be used for ball games, bikes, quiet times and less able children.  
Children with additional learning needs, sensory or physical impairments, may struggle with risky play activities, these children will need extra support and encouragement. Practitioners need to observe these children during free play to assess their capabilities and modify the environment to meet the needs of each child. Simplifying activities can encourage anxious children to take part, gaining confidence as they go, others may need to sit back, watch and join in when ready. 
The role of the adult is to support and encourage the children to enable them to gain confidence and try new things. Children need to be supervised indoors and outdoors whilst allowing them freedom to take risks and manage their own play. Adults need to observe play is managed and change areas if necessary. It is important that children have plenty of time to enjoy the outdoors and essential that the adults are tuned in to the children and their interests. They also need to ensure that they show children a variety of ways in which to use equipment and the space. Accidents happen, children need to learn from their actions and keep themselves safe, falling over, slipping off, or landing clumsily, is all part of adventurous play. A positive attitude regarding accidents is important, discussing the incident and alternatives can help reassure the child and develop an understanding of how to progress.  The role of the adult also includes ensuring risk assessment are carried out daily, health and safety policies and procedures are being monitored. Risk assessments check equipment is safe and all children are safe and protected in all weathers. Reflection is good practice following an activity, asking what works, what does not work and how to change it. Being reflective can ensure the children have happy, worthwhile and meaningful experiences whilst having fun developing their skills. Tim Gill (2007, cited in Knight, 2011, p4) identifies four points to back up the arguments for taking risk in childhood: 
1. “helping children to learn how to manage risk (understand safety)”
2. “feeding children’s innate need for risk with reasonable risks in order to prevent them finding greater unmanaged risk for themselves”
3. “health and development benefits”
4. “the building of character and personality traits such as resilience and self-reliance”.
Risk is attached with all activities, being prepared and organised, helps identify hazards and dangers before they happen. Risk assessments are put in place to allow children to have freedom to explore and experiment to aid their development in a safe environment, where adults support and control the risk with limited intervention. Managing risks in play environments is complicated, it is weighing up opportunities for free play and their wellbeing – in other words, opportunities  between risk and safety. The Welsh Government Play Policy Implementation Plan (2006) makes it clear that risky play needs “a balanced judgement of risk” (Play Wales, 2013, pg3). 
Health and Safety Executive Judith Hackitt expresses that:
 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 working life. Our health and safe system in Britain requires workplace risks to be managed, not eliminated, and gives people responsibility for their own wellbeing. We simply cannot afford to exclude outdoor play and learning from our children's education (Hackitt, no date).







Section 3						Playgroup Risk Assessment.
	Description
	Outdoor Pirate Play. 
8 children aged 2-3years, 3 members of staff, includes 1 child with ALN with 1 to 1 staff member. 

	Location
	Outdoor play Area

	Author
	Supervisor

	Date
	Thursday 21st May 2018

	Applicable Equipment
	Natural area, Wooden pirate ship, slide, sand pit.
Required – hats and bandanas, swords and sticks, treasure, buckets and spades. 

	Associated Risk Assessment
	Weather – Cloudy, partial sun, light wind, trees give shaded area.
Follow uneven path to play area. Enter gate, fully enclosed fenced area, close gate.
Fire procedures, first aid, register with contact details all onsite.
ALN Child – no physical disabilities, 

	Review Date
	Friday   22nd May 2018

	Print Name
	C. Arthur


						
General Outdoor Daily Risk Assessment
	Risk
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday

	Side gate locked
	/
	/
	/
	/
	

	Check for nettles/weeds/brambles
	/
	/
	/
	/
	

	Ensure no litter/ animal faeces
	/
	/
	/
	/
	

	Check for hazards on pathways
	/
	/
	/
	/
	

	Check toys/equipment for damage
	/
	/
	/
	/
	



Playgroup Risk Assessment.
	Ref
	What Are the Hazards?

	Who Might Be Harmed & How?
	What Are You Already Doing?
	What Further Action is Necessary?
	Action by Whom & By When

	1.
	Tree Roots, wet leaves, uneven pathways, grassed area, overhanging trees, plants
	Children / Adults
Tripping and slipping hazard.
Physical injury
	Surfaces checked regularly, grass cut accordingly, grass area swept, checked for animal faeces and small animal holes.
Plants checked for safety
	Surfaces to be cleared and checked, any issues reported.
Children made aware of hazards, roots, branches, etc. 
	Staff

Ongoing

	2
	Gates, fences, locks and hinges.
Storage of outside equipment
	Children / Adults
Trapping hazard
Physical injury
	Gates, hinges, locks checked daily, maintenance of shed to be checked, equipment stored safely inside. 
No access to children
	Children encouraged to stay away from gates and sheds, children made aware of hazards/rules regarding their safety.
	Staff

Ongoing


	3
	Maintenance of equipment, den building and outdoor equipment/ pirate ship, slide, sandpit, water tray, bikes and playhouses.
	Children / Adults
Physical Injury
Hygiene, tripping hazard
	All play equipment conditions checked regularly, sand/water changed regularly, checked for sharp/foreign objects before use.
Wash hands after playing.
	Condition checked and reported if necessary. Children to be always supervised , reminded of hygiene procedures.
	Staff

Ongoing

	4
	Climbing/playing on equipment, pirate ship, slide and bikes.
	Children,
 physical injury
	Adequate space to move around, suitable safe surface. Children encouraged to manage own risk but must follow rules set by adults.
	Play at safe level for staff to see. Wooden pirate ship may be slippery when wet, puddle at bottom of slide removed.
	Staff

Ongoing

	5
	Inclusion of ALN children, 
	Children / Adults
Physical Injury
	Individual risk assessment per child, including specialised equipment if required.
	Close supervision from 1-1 staff member. 

	1-1 Staff

Ongoing




Section 4
Effective reflection demands serious thought and a careful consideration. Gibbs’s (1998, cited in e-learning network, 2016) cycle of reflection helps define effective reflection on events and activities, it can be used daily or when required. Gibbs states we describe, feel, evaluate, analyse and conclude with a plan to look deeper. Reflection is a valuable tool to improve, understanding and evaluate observations and risk assessments.
The preparation for risk assessment involves identifying the risk, assessing the probability and identifying the actions to reduce or eliminate the hazard. I began my preparations by visiting the outside area with a judgmental view; assessing what the risks could be. Uneven pavements, roots, gates, locks and hinges where the first risks to become apparent. The next hazards were the play equipment, wooden pirate ship with slide, sand pit, water tray, bikes and playhouses. The wood and plastic slide can become slippery when wet, the sand and water trays should be changed regularly, also checked for foreign objects and ensure they are covered when not in use. All the hazards need to be included in the risk assessment form with who might be harmed and how, what current checks and safety precautions are already carried out to keep everyone safe, what needs further action, also who and when it needs to be done. 
The pirate adventure began on a partially cloudy, sunny day with a treasure chest full of materials and resources, from sticks and bandanas to buckets and spades. The staff and children entered the area, closing the gate behind them. The children loved the treasure chest and rummaged to find what they wanted, some decided to find buried treasure in the sand pit and the others headed for the pirate ship. Children played in all areas of the outdoors, running from on to another, climbing, sliding and jumping, the staff observed to keep risks to a minimum. The session ended with tidy up time and then walking back to class.
Before starting the risk assessment, I felt quite nervous as I have never carried out this type evaluation before, I understood the hazards for the children but felt ensure completing the paperwork. During the activity I felt uneasy in case I had forgotten anything important and someone got injured. After the activity had finished I understood the need for risk assessment, we all enjoyed the activity and stayed safe whilst out playing. Staff were happy, and children enjoyed being out in the natural environment.
 To evaluate the pirate adventure and remain objectively focused was difficult as no problems were apparent nor indeed arose. The play went well, the children enjoyed all the activities and materials supplied. I did notice that the sand tray was too small for the treasure.
The children were so excited, that the sand ended up all over the floor. I tried to let the children have as much self-directed play as possible by supplying open-ended materials, but I feel that I may have limited their imagination with what I supplied. To make it a rich play environment I could offer a wider range of choices, so children can invent and extend their own play in a self-directed way, potentially maximising their socialising, resourcefulness, creativity and challenge. Play Wales (2016) suggest “loose parts” can help encourage active play, they can be natural or synthetic, sand, water, buckets, boxes, tyres, wood, fabric, shells and scarp material are easily accessible. “Loose parts refers to anything that can be moved around, carried, rolled, lifted, piled on top of the other or combined to create interesting and novel structures and experiences” (Play Wales, 2016, p4). Being in the outdoors and using natural materials is not a recent idea, “Pestalozzi to Malaguzzi via Steiner, the MacMillan sisters and others, all emphasised the importance of natural materials, of outdoor spaces and of connecting with the environment through concrete interactions” (Knight, 2011, p116). Elinor Goldschmied believes children should have “prolonged periods of time exploring natural objects” (Smidt, 2009, p30). This brings in heuristic play, it is self-directed, experimental and usually non-social whilst exploring the physical properties of items. I feel this links with the loose parts idea, giving children the time to explore safely and securely, in a self-directed way, with adult supervision. 
In summarising the whole activity, I felt that the experience was rewarding for the staff and children and a personal reflection is that my confidence grew as it was a success. The area was safe and secure enabling the children to involve themselves in the play and explore the area freely. Here the combination of “well-being and involvement” was achieved, a “deep state of learning” could be enabled (Laevers, 2012, cited in Andrews, 2012, p37). He believed a secure child who is relaxed and comfortable in their environment will enjoy the exploratory play and have a better knowledge with a deeper involvement in the play. The additional needs child enjoyed the whole experience outside, her one to one shadowed her throughout the session, offering support as and when required. Vygotsky (1933, cited in Andrews, 2012, p100) believed the “influence of more experienced others” (children or adults) could lead to “achievements of the zone of proximal development by showing them and scaffolding experiences”. 
To conclude, the whole experience was an eye opener and proves that all good things can be improved and developed for the children’s holistic development. The child’s physical development needs can be addressed through the risky locomotor play. Whilst sand and water for creativity, pirate role play inspired the moral and spiritual, social and emotional being expressed whilst playing with peers. Finally, intellectual consideration is aided by problem solving hunting for treasure element.  
The action plan to move forward would be to help build their holistic development, increase self-directed play with open ended materials, water play with handmade boats, treasure hunt with maps bring in the creative skills. Increase the physical risky play with more materials, walk the plank, tyres, balance beams and rope swings all restricted for their ability. The intellectual, social and emotional and moral aspects of holistic development can be increased with the previous suggestions; for example, the boats can sink and float. Introducing maps to follow encouraging problem solving, expressing opinions and socialising. 
Risk assessments and observations are key to support young children as learners and individuals, but also fundamental in the planning cycle and a vital foundation for reflection.
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