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Critically reflect on one health/well-being/children’s rights issue that you have been introduced to during this module.
Within this practise log, the author plans to explore social change, and the impact it has on children and young people’s ability to play and actively participate through childhood into adolescence. 
What is ‘play’?
Play can be defined as “A physical or mental leisure activity that is undertaken purely for enjoyment or amusement and has no other objective” (Play Therapy United Kingdom, No Date). This description of play explores the way that individuals should be enabled to play ‘freely’, rather than learning with structure. Although some could counter argue that playing with structure is still play, others could view this as a control method for regulating children (Prout, 2005, p.32). 
Although the word ‘play’ is often thought to be linked closely to children and childhood, I will also be exploring young people’s rights to play as they can be closely interlinked (Play Wales, 2015). Young people are also entitled to play, just as much as children, although it may just be within a different context. An example of this would be, children may find themselves playing in a hollowed out tree, rather than those whom may be a little older would be more inclined to climb the tree. However, neither of these examples are age restrictive, which will later be explored as a ‘free’ form of play (Play Wales, 2015).  

The Importance of ‘play’
Play can be viewed upon as more important to those in the early years of childhood (Collins and Foley, 2008, p.117), however it is also said that young people can develop many skills such as social and creativity through playing (Family Lives, 2018). Within Wales, children and young people are actively encouraged to play; organisations such as ‘Play Wales’ are an independently funded charity which advocate and raise awareness across the country for the importance of play amongst children and young people, alongside their rights to play (Public Health Wales, No Date). 
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Children and young people are entitled to the right to play under Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of The Child (UNCRC), which states that ‘All children have a right to relax and play and join in a wide range of activities’ (Welsh Government, 2015).  The Children’s Commissioner in Wales, Sally Holland, is involved with championing the UNCRC rights for children and young people in Wales. When exploring the most common barriers to achieving the right of Article 31, young people, mostly over the age of 13 years old, had noted that they feel there is a lack of free-time outside of school and structured activities (Holland, 2018). These statistics could suggest that Prout’s (2005) theory of the blurred boundaries between childhood and adulthood, and that lack of opportunity for young people to be within the adolescent stage, before reaching adulthood, and taking on the responsibilities that come with being an adult (Prout, 2005, p.33). 
Has ‘play’ changed?
It can be seen that play is important to children and young people, for their development, as much as making friends and creating healthy relationships (Collins and Foley, 2008, p.112). However it is also evident that not all children and young people feel that they are getting the time they need to be able to access ‘play’ outside of their formal structured routine of education and activities (Holland, 2018). Although, some may argue that there are society changes which have stopped and/or changed childhood, which has in turn had an influence on the way children and young people play such as social media and parent fears, due to media culture and safe outdoor spaces now becoming unsafe (Palmer, 2006, p.48). 
The first social change which could be seen to have an impact on the way young people play and actively participate is social media. Social media has become part of the everyday life style of a number of children and young people, and has been linked to the alteration of childhoods, as well as safeguarding their online presence being seen as a challenge (Doward, 2017). Children and young people using social media is not a new topic of discussion, there has been much debate and discussion around young people using social media and the impacts it can cause on mental health and their ability to establish differences between their friendship groups, virtually and in reality (Doward, 2017). The use of social media platforms has been linked here to negative mental health amongst young people, however, there have also been links made between playing and being outdoors, and the positive affects it can have on mental health (Kinver, 2016). This, in turn, could benefit young people whom have experienced negative effects of social media. Furthermore, supporting the theory that young people also have the right and need to play. 
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Palmer (2006) explores the way that electronics, such as televisions, mobile phones and other devices have taken over the ‘babysitter’ role, keeping children busy. Whilst technology, kept to a minimum, can support children to engage in learning i.e. in the form of toys built for stimulation,  others may argue that story-telling, playing and first-hand experiences developed through contact with others is much more important for their growth throughout childhood (Palmer, 2006, p.256). Play could be viewed here as an experience which is being lost through the use of, not just social media, but technology in general; including from the early ages of childhood, all the way through to the adolescent stages (Palmer, 2006). Rather than using these electronic methods to engage children, ‘play’ could be used in a variety of ways to support development from the early stages, such as story-telling, building and climbing (Play Wales, 2012). 
By looking at both children and young people separately when discussing the impact of both social media and the use of electronic devices, we can see that, although different in its approach, both electronic forms of contact are having an affect on children and young people playing. Nevertheless, it is unclear to determine whether these forms of ‘online play’ are caused by society changes to childhood, or whether they have stopped children and young people from playing altogether (The Telegraph, 2011). 
Alongside the technological changes to childhood, there is an ever-growing fear around the safety of childhood within today’s society which is the second social change the author will be discussing. This increase in anxiety around supporting children and young people to play outside, amongst adults is causing an impact on the way play is happening in society (Foley and Leverett, 2011, p.14; Palmer, 2006, pg.48). The adjustment in play habits can be linked to the use of electronic forms of play becoming more popular through childhood and adolescence (Curran, Harrison and Mackinnon, 2013, p.179; Foley and Leverett, 2011, p.36). Furthermore, supporting Prout (2005) in suggesting that childhoods are being shortened, to make room for adulthood, when in turn this is cutting out children becoming young people and experiencing the stage of adolescent development.  
It could also be argued that the media emphasising bad press on how some individuals may use the outdoor spaces negatively is feeding the stigma and further enhancing anxieties around playing outdoors (Blundell et al. 2015). Although, there is room for caution when supporting children and young people using these spaces. An example of this is the increase in traffic in urban areas (Palmer, 2006). Still, with the support of society and adults to teach children and young people key points within society, such as road safety and ‘stranger dangers’ (Palmer, 2006), the positive affects of the being outside could in turn weigh out the negatives (Kinver, 2016). 
The media have been a source of negative views on the way society is dealing with childhood, in many ways giving examples of the worst cases of childhood, giving the impression, to the already anxious adults, that today’s childhood is not a ‘good childhood’ (Blundell et al. 2015, p.118). This leads into the perceptions within society of ‘safe spaces’ for young people, and where is it acceptable for children and young people to play. 
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Perceptions within society
It could be seen that there is little space within todays society for children and young people to be supported to play. As Foley and Leverett (2011) discuss, children and young people are outside for many different reasons for example visiting friends and family or going to the shops. However, play can still be identified as one of the reasons why children and young people are outdoors (Foley and Leverett, 2011, p.104). Although, it has been identified that outdoor spaces are viewed upon with a negative image with regards to the way they are used within communities, alongside assumptions being made, in turn being taken for granted (Blundell et al. 2015, p.118). Outdoor spaces are provided for children and young people to use, although the stigma of negative behaviours, traffic concerns and perceived stranger threats from adults have caused a shift in thoughts and feelings towards how safe these spaces are for children and young people (Foley and Leverett, 2011, p.105). 
There is a strong emphasis around negativity when discussing public spaces made for children and young people within communities, and often street spaces are deemed unacceptable for use of children and young people (Foley and Leverett, 2011, p.30). On the other hand, it is important to discuss the alternatives of what would happen if these spaces were not provided. There are and will always be risks within society in various forms, however the media seem to emphasis this in general, rather than focusing on the positives of play (Blundell et al. 2015).
The risks of the two main social changes of the electronic communication forms, such as social media, and parental anxiety towards childhood and adolescence can be seen within social perceptions of play. An example of this is that the media are looking at the negative viewpoints of childhood in society today and how dangerous society can be (Blundell et al. 2015) and the parental/adult anxieties are being created through this negative media attention, alongside their children in critical stages of development from childhood into adolescence (Palmer, 2006). This in turn could be pushing more children and young people to be doing structured activities, where they can be kept a closer eye on to avoid the possibilities of harm (Prout, 2005). Yet, young people are suggesting that between all the time they are spending in school, and in extra-curricular and/or structured activities, they do not have time to enjoy free play (Holland, 2018); even though it is their right to have time to play, under the UNCRC Article 31 (Welsh Government, 2015). 
[image: ]
Pixabay (No Date)
As discussed within this section, there appears to be more of an emphasis on the perception of ‘safe spaces’ in society, rather than that of a negative outlook on play (Foley and Leverett, 2011; Prout, 2005). Within society today there are a number of risks that have been explored such as increased traffic, however antisocial behaviour and the mixing of ages, children and adolescence, can also be seen as a concern (Palmer, 2006). Although, as suggested by Prout (2005), there is no longer a view of children becoming adolescent, they just instantly become adults from childhood. 
With this modern outlook on childhood in mind, the author will now explore the ‘control’ over modern childhood and how these controls are interlinked with society perceptions. 

Controlling modern childhood
Children and young people can be found within society in a number of different settings, these include, school, extra-curricular activities and within the community (Prout, 2005, p.33), however due to the concerns around the access to safe spaces, it could be seen that childhood has become more controlled within today’s society. With anxieties based around outdoor play for children and young people, there has been a focus on an indoor, more controlled lifestyle. 
Although the negative impacts of being heavily reliant on electronic devices has been indicated, both within the press and within literature (Bradford, 2012, p.150; NHS, 2017; Press Association, 2017), it could be understood that indoor methods of play has risen as parental attempts to withdraw their children and young people from experiencing the negative effects of the risks of free outdoor play within society (Sellgren, 2013). 
Children and young people could see themselves as having time limits on their fun, as structured activities are delivered within a certain time frame; also suggesting that these structured activities cannot be viewed as play, due to the inability for children and young people to be able to do so purely for enjoyment, without any other means of structural gain (Play Therapy United Kingdom, No Date). 
As well as having time limits on their structured fun, the control around indoor play limits children and young people to live their realities through the from of online media and television; often leading young people to be viewing content without age appropriate filters, making it hard to have a clear boundary between the innocent views of a child, and that of an adult with, in some cases, scenes of inappropriate content for a child (Blundell et al. 2015, p.125)
From this evidence, it is clear to see that society is having an impact on children and young people’s play. Although, it is not necessarily the choice of the children and young people to be restricted from outdoor play, it is more anxieties of adults, and the way society is being viewed upon as ‘dangerous’ for outdoor play to be engaged in without taking place with structure at the forefront of the activity (Prout, 2005). Yet, it has also been counter argued that the biggest reason for children staying inside within the UK is the weather (Bingham, 2016). 

So, we can determine that there is enough evidence that indoor ‘play’ is becoming more popular amongst children and young people, and statistics are also supporting this as 74 percent of children have an hour or less of outdoor play a day (Bingham, 2016). Whereas it has been found that young people are walking half as much as pensioners and appear to be becoming uninspired by the outdoors (Agency, 2015); thus, indicating that there is a decline in outdoor play for children and young people alike. 
Play and health and wellbeing
We can see that there has been a known decline within the engagement of physical activity particularly amongst girls, and adolescence (Larkin, 2013, p.66). As previously discussed, the decline in engagement amongst young people throughout adolescence could be linked to the lack of spaces available for them to play freely (Foley and Leverett, 2011); Palmer, 2006). However, play can also be viewed as essential to a child’s growth throughout their childhood (Collins and Foley, 2008, p.117). By giving both children and young people the ability to explore outdoor green spaces and encourage engagement with others, as well as avoiding future generations of adults suffering from ‘nature-deficit’ based issues later in life (Kinver, 2012).  
Outdoor activity, such as play, can be seen to have positive health benefits, although as a society we need to support children and young people to understand the health benefits, encouraging engagement however negative the social changes are in supporting positive health and wellbeing (Larkin, 2013, p.51). Going outside and exploring is part of a childhood which a lot of people can relate; although it has been suggested that children and young people not going outside and using green spaces to play freely, does not only impact the individuals development, but will also further impact society overall (Henley, 2010). This can be linked to not only individuals having poor health and wellbeing, but also the lack of social skills learnt through playing with other children and young people could cause a detrimental affect on the way people communicate in future generations (Carrington, 2016). Furthermore, supporting Collins and Foley (2008) suggestion that play can be described as a learning tool, which can assist individuals with their physical, mental and emotional forms of wellbeing (Collins and Foley, 2008, p.115). Alongside physical activity having positive mental health effects, it can also be seen to have positive impacts on self-esteem and anxiety (Larkin, 2013, p.66). 
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Family Dynamics 
When exploring family dynamics, it can be seen that families have changed over the years (Dunn, 2014). There has been discussion that due to the changes within dynamics, relationships have changed between adults and children. In turn this could affect a child’s ability to play within the early stages. (Collins and Foley, 2008). The lack of communication between adults and children could also be blamed on the use of electronic devices to take and/or occupy a child’s time, rather than that of an adult reading a story, for example (Palmer, 2006). However, others may argue that it is a way to bring families closer together (Dunn, 2014). 
A breakdown in family dynamics could also lead to a lack of free-time for young people, outside of visiting family, school and structured activities, leaving children and young people the inability to be able to find time to play within their routines (Holland, 2018). On the other hand, children and young people could be finding themselves having a lack of outdoor play, purely down to the parental anxieties of their parents and/or guardians feeling that there are too many risks associated with outdoor play in open designated spaces (Palmer, 2006); therefore it may not actually be the choice of that young person to stay indoors. 
Palmer (2006) argues that successful parenting appears to come from both the time and attention which you invent into your child. However, the author also feels that family relationships are being lost in the early stages of childhood, through a lack of play. Parents do not always have the time to spend with their child in large proportions, however the author feels that although Palmer (2006) does make a valid point, it is more the quality of the time, rather than that of quantity. With busy lifestyles at the forefront of a lot of families in today’s society, it is easy to see, how as a generation, falling into the ease of a bad diet and electronic forms of play have taken up the unused quality time that could be spent with children and young people (Palmer, 2006). 
The evidence explored within this section further suggests that both children and young people alike can be affected by family dynamics when it comes to their free time; habits can easily be fallen into and the ease of the modern days replacement for outdoor play can be found both electronically and within structured, time managed play, which could also be argued is not actually play due to play’s nature of being non-agenda based (Prout, 2005, p.33). 
Now there is evidence to suggest that childhood and the ability to play could be affected by the dynamics of a family, the author will move on to explore the ability for resilience to be build through forms of play amongst children and young people. 

Resilience building through play
There is a lot of discussion around resilience building, and whether it is something that can be taught, or whether it is something that you naturally build throughout childhood and early adolescence (Batsleer and Davies, 2011, p.162). Although, it has been discussed that young people can build resilience through their childhood years, which enable them to be able to cope with life situations more effectively, than those who lack resilience (Curran, Harrison and Mackinnon, 2013, p.7).
A number of children have also been found to be banned from playing sports such as rugby and learning to horse-ride due to parents fearing of injury (Bingham, 2014), thus indicating a ‘cotton wool’ theory of denying children and young people the ability to build resilience throughout childhood and adolescence (Bingham, 2014). 
Throughout this period, there is an element of risk taking amongst the everyday lives of children and young people, although in particularly amongst young people (Curran, Harrison and Mackinnon, 2013, p.8). It is predominantly evident within the early years of adolescence, however risk taking has been found to become more common up into the early years of adulthood (Larkin, 2013, p.88). 
It can be argued that children and young people face many issues throughout childhood, into their adolescent years, making them more vulnerable to negative mental health and wellbeing issues; an example of this would be Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), which are experiences that children and young people may face throughout their childhood and adolescent years up to the age of 18 years, which then can cause an affect throughout the life course of an individual (Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2015). Although play cannot combat every issue a young person may face, it can help support children and young people to build resilience, especially within early childhood, to later on support those through any ACEs they may face. 
It is acknowledged that through play there are risks, however Collins and Foley (2008) mention that it could be seen that it is the role of play to enable children to learn through it how they should be able to take risks, negotiate with others and overcome obstacles. As much as free play should be given the opportunity to have the time to be free, and not structed or educationally lead (Collins and Foley, 2008, p.123). 
Skill benefits through play 
Social skills can also be lost through the lack of play amongst children and young people; these skills are essential to future development of young people into adulthood (Collins and Foley, 2008). The freedom of play does not only support the ability to develop social skills, however it also enables the ability to understand the power of relationships amongst their peers (Collins and Foley, 2008, pg.114). 
When exploring the differences between children and young people, it has been mentioned that there have been strong links made between children and play (Collins and Foley, 2008, p.117), however the links between young people and play are not as strong. When putting into context, although play may not be called play in the terms of a young person’s engagement, youth work often provides opportunities for young people to develop key skills (Sapin, 2013, p.105). Play occurs through natural methods of engagement, which can support young people to grow; however, each individual’s growth can be different as brain development can cause peaks in abilities, and cause different forms of play (Prout, 2005, pg.104). 
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Play and Policy in Practice
Children and young people’s right to play has been recognised by the UNCRC, Article 31 (Welsh Government, 2015). With the UNCRC rights being recognised across Wales, the Welsh Government have taken measures in order to support practitioners across the country with guidance and support on play. Play Wales is an independent charity, which is funded by the Welsh Government to deliver advice, support and information on children and young people’s play across Wales. Play Wales provide impact reports, annual reports and work with other individuals in order to both develop and champion policies for Play (Play Wales, No Date). 
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales, Sally Holland, also supports children and young people with their rights being heard, in particularly in this case, with the right to play. It is evident within the Children’s Commissioner for Wales documents that children and young people feel it is important to play, and that there are not as many opportunities to play as they feel should be available to them; with children in particular asking for play opportunities to be prioritised across Wales within the next three years (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2016, p.7). 
When working with children and young people, it is important to remember that it is the role and responsibility of adults to support with play and ensuring the rights of the child are being met (Welsh Government, 2015), including the right of play. It can be seen through the media that there has been a decline in the adventure around childhood, play and outdoor hobbies, such as horticulture (Carter, 2014; Furness, 2014), as well as there being a blurred line between childhood and adulthood, indicating that adolescence is no longer becoming a stage of growth before adulthood (Prout, 2005). 
Critical Reflection
While supporting young people with play, the author feels that it is important to encourage young people to be active in using their rights; Article 31 (Welsh Government, 2015) entitles children and young people to play freely, however ‘safe spaces’ of play are not always available to young people (Foley and Leverett, 2011; Palmer, 2006, p.53). Within her practice, the author can see how youth work within settings, such as youth clubs, can support young people with their rights to play. By adhering to the youth work values, and young people’s voluntary engagement and participation (Sapin, 2013; Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2013), young people are provided a safe space to engage in activities, traditionally without purpose or accreditations interlinked. 
Within her practice, the author feels that she could used the support of Play Wales in order to help implement play within the setting, and encourage others to become more ‘play friendly’ within the local community, in order to reduce the fears linked with outdoor play (Play Wales, No Date). 
It is the role of those working and supporting children and young people to support and encourage engagement through play, and the author feels that there needs to be a shift within attitudes towards outdoor play in order to achieve both children and young people accessing their right to play effectively. Looking at this topic of play across Wales in depth, the author feels that the changing of viewpoints on play, safe spaces and stigma around children and young people within communities is the biggest challenges of being able to support individuals with their rights to play Welsh Government, 2015). Parents and/or guardians can support children and young people to be active participants in forms of structured play activities, however this is not ‘free’ play, rather more along the lines of agenda based inclusion activities (Prout, 2005, p.33). 
Looking at the use of ‘safe spaces’ brings up both arguments for and against. When looking at spaces for young people to play freely, young people throughout adolescence could be viewed as noisy and disruptive as they use the streets to play (Bingham, 2014; Bulman, 2019); this could be down to one of two reasons. Either spaces for young people are not available (Palmer, 2006) and/or young people’s service cuts are having a knock-on effect on service provision. This in-turn leaving young people without spaces suitable to support their needs (Foley and Leverett, 2011; Bulman, 2019).
On the other hand, it could be viewed that by constantly providing children and young people with safe spaces to interact, they are unable to build resilience, becoming more fearful and sheltered from outside spaces (Prout, 2005). With statics to show that less children and young people are accessing the outdoors, mental health and their wellbeing is being compromised (Carrington, 2016; Play Wales, 2015; Play Wales, 2012). 
The author feels that with more engagement and education around outdoor play, communities can support to champion the child’s right to play, article 31 (Welsh Government, 2015). By working as communities and children and young people’s service provisions alike, there can be a foundation of bridging between positive and negative viewpoints on the ‘great outdoors’. 
There is ample evidence to support that health and wellbeing can be positively impacted upon through free play and playing outdoors (Play Wales, 2015; Play Wales, 2012), therefore if the negative viewpoint and stigma around places of play, and regulation of play could be broken, then there would be a positive movement in play for children and young people.

Conclusion
Throughout this practice log, there has been several key points explored for the arguments for and against children and young people’s ability to play. It can be seen through the evidence arisen that play can support the growth of children and young people, in various areas of development from social skills to resilience building, alongside health benefits (Kinver, 2016; Sellgren, 2014). However, it is also evident that there is a lack of trust from adults in the social changes, which are in turn stopping children and young people from accessing outdoor play freely within communities (Bingham, 2014). 
Within society, young people are facing a number of challenges and there is a lot of media attention around the considerable cuts to services, which appear to be causing young people to be drawn into violence and criminal activity as a result (Bulman, 2019). Which, in turn could be the counter argument these parents are making by keeping their children indoors, denying a child’s right to play, in accordance to the UNCRC Article 31 (Welsh Government, 2015). Although you can see through the evidence of negative press as to why some adults may feel the need to do this. Yet, by creating a structure and stability throughout childhood, you may appear to be making society less fearful, however there is little opportunity for resilience to be built in the process (Prout, 2005, p.113). 
The author feels that there is not only a need to support children and young people to express and learn through ‘free’ play, but also a need to support children from a young age to build resilience naturally, through their environment (Voce, 2008). The support organisations such as Play Wales, to advocate the rights of children and young people to ‘free’ play the author feels is important in the growth for understanding the difference between structured activities and the right to play without an ulterior motive to that time (Play Therapy United Kingdom, No Date).
Not only is it important to obtain and maintain the skills indirectly learnt through play, it must not be forgotten that it is the right of a child to be supported to play under the UNCRC Article 31 (Welsh Government, 2015), and all those who work with and/or have contact with young people should be supporting children and young people to access these rights, across both Wales, and the UK. 
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