Introduction
Every child deserves the right to play, in order to be able to fully develop higher mental functions. This report explores two types of play, social play and risky play, their importance in the holistic development of children, and the need for self-directed play for children. A risk assessment is also completed based on an outdoor activity, with a reflection on how the risk assessment allowed for risky play and free exploration.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is a human rights treaty, which defines the economic, political, social, civil, health and cultural rights of children. Article 31 of the convention states that ‘every child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and arts’. (Unicef, 1990).
Section 1
Social Play
Social play is defined as any kind of play where children who are of the same age play and interact with each other. This play is usually structured, with rules, and can often include use of imagination and pretend. (Frost et al., 2008). Social play begins in nursery and is important to the development of social skills and having the ability to establish friendships. It is when children learn how to share, take turns, cooperate with each other, and to express their emotions. Social play also encourages physical activity and moral reasoning.
Parten (1993) completed a study on social play among children in nursery and found that they most frequently played in groups of two, and that the size of these groups increased with the children’s age. He also noted that the majority of the children’s closest friends were of the same sex, and that the most frequently enjoyed, social type of play was house/families. This shows social play to be beneficial to children, in its holistic nature. This is as social play not only provides children with chances to partake in physical activity, but also strengthens their emotional connections with others, thereby developing their social and emotional skills. Intellectually, there are also a number of skills to be gained from social play, especially with the inclusion of rules in games. Children will learn how to play different games, how to create rules, and then how to follow them in order to play a game to completion.
Vygotsky thought of the make-believe play of young children as a way for them to overcome the impulsive behaviours of toddlers, to be able to implement the purposeful behaviours that are important in the development of higher mental functionality. Another factor that he believed significant in the development of young children, was the ability they gained to use a number of different symbols and signs, which varied from the use of words and gestures, to the ability to draw and write. He believed that the development of these skills is what prepared them for the more complex methods used when they enter school. Vygotsky’s work on play focused mainly on the sociodramatic play of young children, which he believed had three main factors: the children imagine a situation, they then create roles and act them out, and follow the rules they set for each role. (Bodrova et al., 2015).
Vygotsky believed that children develop through interaction with their families and communities, and their education socioeconomic status and culture help to shape their minds. Vygotsky developed a concept called the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’, which the idea that all children have the things that they can do, and the things they are unable to do. The Zone of Proximal Development is where the actions a child can almost complete are, and adults can provide support through the ZPD, challenging children to doo the things that they just about cannot do, to help them learn new things that they can do. (Balakrishnan et al., 2012).
Social play, in some ways, can be self-directed. If the child in focus is the one who instigated the play activity, then they can choose the direction for the game to go. Self-directed play is always freely chosen, child led, and intrinsically motivated, meaning that it is driven by internal rewards. According to Gray (2011), without play, young children may lack the social and emotional skills that are required for healthy psychological development. Self-directed play is any activity that is freely chosen, and then directed by the individuals participating. This means that social play can easily be self-directed, as direction for the activity can come from more than one individual. Self-directed play activities are undertaken just for the sake of playing the game, with no conscious pursuit to achieve the ends distinct to the activity itself, and so in social situations, these games are played to each individual’s needs, without need to have an end to the game, or a final conclusion.

Risky Play
According to Little (2006), risky play is “any behaviour in which there is uncertainty about the outcome… as well as the probability of success or failure.” This risk however, does not have to be physical, it can also be emotional, spiritual and psychological. Risky play allows children to learn to acknowledge the role of risk in increasing their resilience, creativity, cooperation, competition and self-discovery. Risks are a part of everyday life, and it is important that children experience risk in all aspects of their lives, in order to learn the value and significance of risk. 
Risky play helps children to be able to assess and manage risk as a part of their everyday life. Through this type of play, children will learn to weigh up all possible risks of a situation beforehand and be able to decide whether the risk is worth taking. 
Play Wales (2008) remind parents and practitioners that accidents do happen. This is important as it enables and supports children to be able to make their own decisions about their own capability and teaches them some aspects of how to care for themselves. They believe that risky play helps children to have flexible responses to difficult and changing situations. Parents and practitioners should always think before saying ‘no’ to children, as experiencing risk helps children to be both physically and emotionally resilient. A ‘common sense’ approach is needed when it comes to risk and its inclusion in early years education, as it can be harmful to children to be too cautious and take away too much risk. This is as without experiencing risk, children will struggle to learn what is safe and sensible to do, and what is not. Unless a situation is truly life-threatening, then the child’s judgement should be trusted.
According to Eager and Little (2011), a child who is deprived of risk is more likely to suffer from problems such as obesity, a lack of independence, mental health disorders and a decrease in learning judgement and perception skills. All these problems are created when risk is taken from play, and the number of restrictions prevents the child from learning and developing. Herrington and Nicholls (2007) also noted that parents, media, popular culture and other outside influencers have beliefs that child safety rules and regulations promote the overprotection of children. 
Karsten (2005) believes that factors such as legislation, social settings, urban design and pedagogical factors, some positive and others negative, have kickstarted a ‘new type of childhood’ wherein children are spending far less time outdoors than ever before. It is also argued that future generations of children may have an increased amount of time spent indoors. 
The holistic nature of risky play is in every aspect of its makeup. Risky play allows for exploration of the physical environment, with inclusion of varying settings, along with the opportunity of emotional exploration, with discovering feelings of achievement, admiration for the natural world, and sometimes pain, where accidents can happen. Without accidents children may not get the chance to experience pain and adventure and may not learn how to recognise risk as they grow. (Niehues, et al., 2013). 
Risky play, when a child is able to be truly free, is self-directed in its entirety. There are several activities that can be offered that do not come with the risk of immediate danger, such as activities with wooden planks, which could be used to create structures. These activities should be supervised; however, the child should be allowed to explore the situation as freely as they like, and to experience new risks with each chosen activity. A child should be able to explore as freely as they wish, and therefore, if they wish to complete an activity with more risk involved than they are used to, then they should be supported in doing so. (Early Years Careers, 2016).
Section 2
When focusing on child development, the role of the adult is to think of the benefits of an activity, as opposed to the risk to the child. It is important that the child learns how to analyse and assess risks for themselves, and to learn how to behave when facing risks. Exposure to risk can help children to develop personal skills, such as gaining the ability to manage their emotions, and having the ability to be creative. Through risk-taking activities, children will also experience pleasure and enjoyment, as they learn to deal with stress and uncertainty. 
Health and Safety Executive (2012) recognise that there needs to be a balance between protecting children from serious risks, and allowing them to explore the benefits of play, but that this balance is not easy to achieve. They focus on, instead of eliminating risk completely, creating a balance between risk and safety. They believe that risks should still be assessed, however only the most serious risks must be focused on and understand that the purpose of controlling risk is not to eliminate all dangers, but to ensure that all benefits of play are experienced, without severe injury or accident. 
There are a number of benefits to risk, which include the fact that they are a part of everyday life. For instance, many children have some form of stairs in their home or setting; should they not be allowed to climb the stairs for a risk of falling? Or should they be allowed to climb the stairs, in order to enjoy the feeling of achievement, and to learn gross motor skills needed in life. Experiencing risk also helps children to assess and manage risks in their day-to-day lives, as well as how to think of solutions to new problems. (University of Chicago, 2006).
Athey (2007) believed that restricting children to flat, soft safety areas prevented children from acquiring vital experiences that are needed for conceptual learning. He stated, “whole body experiences of a varied terrain outdoors are highly important for children’s development.” It is important not to take too much risk away from children, as without experiencing risk they will not learn how to cope with risky situations later on. Children have to be allowed to learn for themselves and learn to value risk and take on new challenges. 
Section 3
Risk assessment
On the following pages is a risk assessment, completed for an outdoor activity: a nursery trip to the park.
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Section 4
Reflection
According to Health and Safety Executive (2016), the purpose of a risk assessment is to identify sensible measures to control the risks in specific settings. In order to create a successful risk assessment, first the hazards have to be identified, then id is decided who could be harmed by these hazards. The risks then need to be evaluated, and the precautions to be taken are decided on. Risk assessments must also always be reviewed, in order to see if anything has been missed or excluded from the assessment. 
The purpose of the risk assessment that I completed, was to ensure that the children from the nursery setting are able to complete an outdoor activity, but without there being any risk of hurting themselves. The activity was in place in order to allow the children a chance to enjoy, and explore the outdoors, and the use of the risk assessment helped to guide the activity, to ensure everyone involved was safe and secure. The risk assessment is there to ensure that no one involved in the activity comes to any harm, and so it is important that it is thorough and has solutions and precautions taken for very risk possible. (Tameside, 2017). 
I believe that the risk assessment that I have attached to this document is thorough, however there is a possibility that too much risk has been taken away from this activity. This means that the children involved will not have the opportunity to experience and learn from the risks they may have encountered during the activity. Risk taking through play, like with a trip to a park, helps children to test their physical and mental limits, and to learn how to either avoid, or adapt to risky situations. A hazard is anything which could cause potential harm, which means that everything is technically hazardous, its just the way that the hazard is dealt with is what’s important. Taking risks is a natural factor is growing up, and most children do see taking risks as a positive thing. (National Education Trust, 2016).
In order to further facilitate my reflection, I will be making use of Gibbs model of Reflection (Gibbs, 1998). For this project, I undertook a risk assessment for an activity to be completed with 2-4 year-old nursery children, and this section of the project is to reflect on the assessment that I completed. The risk assessment was completed before implementation of the activity and included hazards that could put the children or practitioners at risk.
At the time of writing the risk assessment, I felt that I wanted to ensure that all possible risks were factored in, including those that could affect the practitioners and not only the children. I thought that it was important to keep the children from any possible harm, and so decided to ensure supervision, through the risk assessment, for the children through a majority of the activities they would be completing. At the same time as it being important to keep the children safe, it was also important to me to ensure that all staff taking part in the trip would also be safe. 
I think that there were a number of good things about the risk assessment, as well as a number of bad. One thing that I believe was positive about the assessment, was the fact that I accounted for both staff and pupils, and did put some responsibilities on to the children, such as them needed to dress appropriately, and the need for them to listen to specific rules that were set. Another positive of my risk assessment was that I covered a lot of different hazards and possible risks, which could have caused the individuals involved be hurt/injured. However, I also think that this point could have been a negative. This is as I have clearly though too much about what could harm the individuals involved and have taken away a number of activities that could provide opportunities for adventure and discovering for the children. The research that I have completed extensively states that children should be allowed to experience as much risk as they possibly can, without seriously injuring themselves. It is an adult’s role to ensure that children are able to explore as freely as possible, and to earn as much as they can from the world around them. Without these explorative experiences, children may not learn important physical and intellectual skills, and may become fearful of new experiences and the world around them. One major barrier to children is adults, as many allow their own personal beliefs of risk and fear to overcloud what their child should be allowed to do, and therefore the child is not gaining everything they could be from their setting. 
Before completing this report, I believed that it was important to keep children completely safe at all times, and to ensure that they stay far away from anything hazardous, which could cause them harm. After extensive research, my beliefs have changed. I now see that children should be given opportunities to explore risk as often as possible, as it can help with physical and intellectual development. Little (2006) dislikes the current exaggerated safety focus for children’s play, as although chidlren are avoiding injuries this way, they require challenges and varied simulation in order to develop at a normal rate, both physically and mentally. Without risk, children lack the opportunity to experience new challenges, to help them to further in life. Through learning how to deal with smaller and then growing risks, and to spot hazards from a young age, it will enable the child to develop and understand how to deal with larger risks as they age. 
Completing a risk assessment helped me to realise that I need to incorporate a better balance of safety with an allowance for risk. It is important to balance the two, as a high-risk activity, like climbing a tall tree, could result in serious injury and so should be observed, however a smaller task, like playing in the sandpit or on a slide, should be allowed more freedom and less supervision. I believe that some risks, such as the slippery slopes and the walking along a street, should still be assessed and precautions should be taken with these, however smaller risks can be observed less, in order to allow for personal exploration of risk. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]My understanding of risk assessments, risky play, and risk as a concept has developed greatly throughout this report, and I have discovered how important risky play truly is. I believe that I should have considered the children’s development more when planning the activity and allowed more opportunities for the children to challenge themselves and discover risks, that the adults around them will already know the consequences and positives for discovering. Play Wales (2013) tell us that risky play is needed for children, which makes me think that I took too much of the risk away, and therefore took away opportunities for learning. This way, the children are missing out on the full experience that they could gain from the activities that I made more restricted. I believe that I made the activity too secure and should have allowed for more risk in the process of the activity. 
In conclusion, I believe that my risk assessment was too strict, and took away numerous learning opportunities for the children. In future, when completing risk assessments, I will ensure that major risks are analysed and prepared for but will be careful not to take away chances for the children to learn about risks and hazards for themselves. Risky play is an essential aspect to children’s development, and there should always be opportunities provided for children to experience risk. It is the role of the adult to facilitate these experiences, and to ensure that they do not pass their fears onto the children in their care. 
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