


The importance of Play

Garvey, (1990) discusses how it is hard to give play a concrete definition. The definition of play is very individual to the person engaging in it, whether that be a child or adult. Playtherapy.org.uk, (no date) defines play as ‘A physical or mental leisure activity that is undertaken purely for enjoyment or amusement and has no other objective’.     The motivation for a child’s play is intrinsic, they engage in play no matter what form without extrinsic motivations. Andrews, (2012) states that ‘play encourages persistence, such persistence may consolidate previously learnt activity, or may be about reduction of anxiety through therapeutic control of one’s own body.’ 
It is believed that play is as old as humankind, this is backed by philosophers such as karl groos who proposes that play is instinctive and prepares children for adulthood. The concept of play being instinctive explains how a child can engage and create play in any situation, with or without the use of toys or prompts. (Cohen, 2006)
The aim with children’s play is to create a balance between Adult led play and self-directed play. Self-directed play is vital for a child’s development. Beactivekids.org, (no date) believes that self-directed play fosters a child’s holistic development, whether that be their cognitive, social, emotional or physical skills. It also contributes to their success in education if nurtured appropriately. Self-directed play is an important part of every child’s life as play comes naturally to them. Whilst engaging in self-directed play, a child improves skills such as problem solving and communication. They are able to nurture their independent thinking skills, the importance of healthy risks and also improves their journey of self-discovery and self-esteem.  (Beactivekids.org, no date)
In wales, there is a statutory curriculum for all three to seven year olds called the Foundation phase. It encourages children’s creativity, imagination and aims to make learning more effective and enjoyable for the child partaking. The foundation phase should enable children to learn through their own experiences and taken control of how they learn in an education setting. Part of the EYFS includes creating environments that support each area of their development and learning. The actual layout of the setting and areas to explore are created by the adult. But the child then has freedom to explore this and create their own learning accordingly. An EYFS classroom will have a mixture of permanent and transient play spaces. (Learning.gov.wales, no date)
For example, whilst learning about ‘people who help us’ a classroom may contain a role play area with different fancy dress available. The aim of this is to encourage the children to engage in self-directed fantasy play that enables them to gain their own understanding of the topic. Role play/Fantasy play as defined by Lindon, (2001) is ‘when children rearrange the world in their own way, to create situations that will not occur in childhood, or perhaps never’. 
Role play is vital for a child’s holistic development, as it supports a wide range of areas. Role play encourages their cognitive flexibility and the practice of using their imagination. They are able to think for themselves and create their own situations and scenarios. This has a positive effect on their social and emotional development. During role play they experiment and trying to understand the social and emotional roles in life. They discover a sense of self and how the world around them works. They also have to co-operate with other children and empathise with their feelings. 
Their language and communication skills benefit as they have access to new vocabulary and phrases during their play. This links to their problem-solving skills, who will be who? What is needed? 
Role play is an also an important aspect of the foundation phase due to its ability to be engaged in outdoors or indoors. (Pentagonplay.co.uk, no date)
Another type of play that children often engage in is rough and tumble. Rough and tumble play can be perceived as dangerous, but actually is less about fighting and more about close encounter play to gauge personal strength. Children engage in rough and tumble play to participate in physical contact that doesn’t involve someone getting hurt. This could include, tickling, play fighting, chasing. (Oxfordshire.gov.uk, no date)
By providing an environment that nurtures a child’s natural intuition to explore and create, their development is supported. The adult’s role in play is to provide play spaces that encourage, but also that are not overly controlled with adult presence. It is essential that outdoor play is incorporated into the foundation phase and children’s play in general. Another role of the adult is to give children the time and opportunity to play. Research from the US in 2002 states that children’s time for play has decreased by 25%, and 50% for outdoor play. Finally, relating back to the importance of self-directed play, the role of the adult/practitioner with regards to intervention. Play Wales.org, (no date) states that ‘Any intervention we make should acknowledge play’s characteristics and allow sufficient flexibility, unpredictability and security for children to play freely’. (Playwales.org, no date)



The Benefits of Risk

The role of a childcare practitioner is to keep children safe, but does keeping a child too safe hinder their overall development? Risk is the likelihood that an individual may be harmed or affected by a hazard. A hazard is something that can cause harm, such as a wet floor or faulty step. There is no way of completely eradicating all risk from a child’s life, and for the purpose of their development, it shouldn’t be. Part of an adult’s responsibility is to keep the children in their care safe from harm, but this protection must have a balance of challenge and excitement for children to learn effectively. (Andrews and Lindon)
The aim is to analyse and assess the risk a child may be faced with, and determine whether it is a good risk or bad risk. A good risk will help to challenge the individual, prompt them to think for themselves and overcome the risk in the situation. It should prompt actions that promote their own personal growth and development. An example of good risk would be allowing the child to climb steps or ride a bike. These good risks are an essential part of their learning. They may fall off, but without the possibility of harm they would never learn to persevere and achieve a new skill. 
Although, it is important we do not expose children to bad risk if possible. Bad risk would be putting a child in a situation that they would find very hard to assess by themselves. A bad risk would also have no play purpose of learning benefits. An example of bad risk would be letting a young child play on the main road unsupervised. 
Each Childcare setting will have their own Health and Safety policy. The setting will also be required to complete risk assessments. This is an appropriate and effective way of assessing risk in an early year setting. The Health and Safety act (1992/1999) states that employers must carry out risk assessments. It also states that employers must employ staff that are competent, the staff must be trained and aware of risks, and they must also know what to do in an emergency. A risk assessment is a written document that should include the possible risks/hazards, who is at risk and the suitable control measures to be put into place. 
The HSE (Health and Safety Executive) has released a statement on the importance of risk. The HSE recognises that risk is beneficial to children and young people of all abilities, and that it is vital they have challenging play opportunities. They understand that children will experience environments that may carry a degree of risk, even if they are well managed. But that this is important, as an environment that is completely risk free can prevent the individual from expanding their learning and enhancing their ability to assess risk. The goal of effective health and safety practice is to analyse the potential risks, and compare to the benefits rather than eliminating all risk. (www.hse.gov.uk ,2012) 
By giving a child the opportunity to experience good risk, you lower the chances of them seeking out risk that could be very harmful to them. Children have a natural intuition to explore their surroundings, and if you shelter them too much they will naturally find ways to discover risk without your support. Exposing children to good risks in a supported environment gives them the opportunity to deal with them in a safe and controlled manner. This will benefit them throughout life. A child who never experiences risk will struggle as they become older and gain more independence. They will face challenges that they have not got the appropriate skills or experience to deal with and therefore, could be in more danger than if they had more independence and support.  

Play is an essential part of a child’s learning and development and therefore can be used as a tool to support children whilst undertaking risk in their daily lives. By using play as a way to tackle understanding of risk, they are able to experience danger and explore behaviour in a way that makes sense to them. Undertaking risky behaviour is how children become aware of what they are capable of and enables them to become self-aware. Through play they are able to take risks, make mistakes and amend their behaviour appropriately. 
The fear of potential risk can often stop a child from benefiting fully from essential deep play experience. Deep play/Dizzy play is when children purposefully put themselves in a position that has risk but is also fun for them. They know there is a slight risk of danger, but they choose to do so anyway out of the fun and enjoyment of it. For example, a child going head first down a slide, or swinging on a rope. These experiences or types of play are often ruled out in play settings. But some settings such as forest schools encourage these types of play. 
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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

	Vehicles
The bus will stop outside the park on a main road. Oncoming traffic could result in collision, injury or death.


	All involved
	Speed limits on the road. 
Bus parks by pavement.
Suitable ratio/supervision 
	
	
	

	
2
	Lost child
Child may wander and become lost.
	Child
	Regular head counts
Suitable ratio/supervision
Contact arm bands
	Clear warnings to the children about areas they are not allowed to access.
Verbal reminders to children about staying with the responsible adults. 
	
	

	
3
	Ponds/water 
Risk of drowning/injury
	All involved
	Physical barriers
Do not undertake activities by these attractions
Warning/safety signs
	First aid administered if needed or appropriate emergency services called.
Emergency contacts must be contacted in result of injury. 
	
	

	
4
	General Public
Concern for the children’s welfare with regards to strangers.
	Child
	Head counts
List of all children on trip
Suitable ratio/supervision
	Verbal reminders to children that it is essential to stay with their responsible adults at all times unless told otherwise. 
	
	

	
5
	Weather Conditions
Adverse weather could cause illness. For example heat could lead to sunburn and dehydration.
Cold/wet weather can lead to illness, hypothermia. 
	
	Parents to be informed of the importance of providing suitable clothing on the day.
Wet weather – Coats, gloves, hat, appropriate footwear.
Warm weather- Sun cream, hats
	Remind parents
Ensure water is provided
	
	











Reflection

For this part of the portfolio, I will be using Gibbs (1998) Model of reflection. I will be reflecting on my risk assessment and assignment as a whole, including the importance of risk assessments and why I felt it necessary to include certain aspects. 
For section three of this portfolio I was required to create a risk assessment based on an activity chosen by myself. The activity I chose was a trip to the forest to collect leaves for an autumn topic. This is an activity/trip that is very likely to be carried out by an Early Years setting to enable children to have a personal experience of the changing seasons and world around them. I based my risk assessment on a group of children aged between five and six.  
This assignment has enabled me to think more deeply into how important risk is in relation to children’s play and development. Children’s holistic development is majorly supported by play. Jenkinson (2001) believes that a child’s overall wellbeing is supported through play, as it not only encourages progression of their fine and gross motor skills, but also develops their mind, imagination and cognitive skills. Therefore, by enabling the child to explore and discover risk, we open them up to a wide variety of learning experiences. These learning experiences will not only build their character, but also support their overall holistic development. 
To support this process effectively, we must undertake risk assessments. I previously worked in a nursery, and also as a teaching assistant in a primary school. Through this, I knew that everything had a risk assessment in place, but had never actually created one myself or saw an example. I feel that due to my experience, I understood what risks we may encounter, but didn’t know how I would create an actual written format of my knowledge. I feel that whilst working in these settings, you begin to assess risk as part of your second nature. I know that whilst in work I am constantly undertaking head counts and assessing the area for any health and safety risks. Due to me doing this so naturally, I found actually taking a step back and writing down the possible risks quite challenging. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I have previously taken the children in my class on a trip to Singleton Park, which enabled me to use this experience to sit down and assess possible risks we experienced. This made me analyse certain risks and situations that I may not have thought of before. I had thought about the actual risks we may encounter, but not about what we would do if said risk happened. For example, the risk of ponds/water. I knew that this was a risk, and understood precautions must be taken. But had never actually considered this happening and what I would do as a practitioner. Therefore, I believe that sitting down and writing this risk assessment gave me the opportunity to improve my practice, and understand the importance of really taking seriously the genuine risk certain activities can give. 
Through this portfolio and reflection, I feel that I have learnt a lot about my personal opinion on the importance of risk. Although I assess risk all of the time and understand the importance of health and safety, I do feel we may have gone too far. I personally feel very strongly about children learning through risk, and feel that as a child I was encouraged to be more independent and learn through my experiences. Often, I find in my setting we have to stop a child who purely wants to explore, at risk of us breaching health and safety. I feel that because of my strong views I may have overlooked some elements of the risk assessment that would have been important. For example, I did not include the risk of a child falling or getting injured. I automatically assume that this is just a natural part of learning. But forgot that as practitioners we should pre-empt this risk and put it in our risk assessments. 
I also understand now that I should have included a section in my risk assessment about children with a disability. By not including this, I may have put the child at risk of not being fully included in the activity or supported appropriately. For example, if we had a child in a wheelchair, they would find the forest walk quite difficult. Therefore, an extra member of staff or their one to one would need to accompany the individual on the trip. Allowing this child to have the full opportunity to explore the forest on paths and find leaves just like the rest of the group. www.playengland.org.uk (no date) states that “Disabled children have an equal, if not greater need for opportunities to take risks, since they may be denied the freedom of choice enjoyed by their non-disabled peers”. 
To conclude, reflecting back on my portfolio and risk assessment has enabled me to understand the importance of making sure the children are benefiting from an activity, but are also safe. It’s vital that as practitioners we learn to balance this effectively. Activities should provide the opportunity for self-direction, and exploration, but also ensure that the child is not ever put in a situation where they will experience risk that will cause harm or they cannot manage by themselves. 
The next time I create a risk assessment, I will ensure to cover all possible areas rather than only discussing the risks I feel are important. 
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