Children’s play: principles and practice
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Section 1 – Types of Play
Play is an important part of children’s life from a young age. It promotes the development of a child’s imagination, helps them become confident while engaging with others and widens children’s physical, emotional, cognitive and language skills. Play is important to healthy brain development and through play children engage, interact with the world around them and support them as they grow up to become young individuals (Pediatrics, 2007).
Children playing solo, with their parents or together in a group will help them learn and develop and is fun for all children. Children often become completely engrossed in what they are doing and develop many skills through the power of play. Play nurtures children’s imagination and give’s children a sense of adventure allowing them to take risks. This enables children to learn essential skills such as sharing, working with others, collaborative communication, taking turns and problem solving (Lives, 2018).
The Welsh Assembly Government believes that ‘play is the elemental learning process humankind has developed.  Children exhibit a behavioural imperative and instinctive desire to play and it has contributed significantly to the evolutionary and developmental survival of the human race. Children use play in the natural environment to learn of the world they inhabit with others and is process of learning and growth, all that is learnt through these experiences is of benefit to the child (Government W. A., Welsh Assembly Govenment Play Policy, 2002).Play helps children dare to learn, even when they are uncertain about what will happen. It creates an attitude of mind which is curious, investigative, risk taking and full of adventure (Bruce, 2011).

Social Play
Social play is beneficial for children as they interact with others and develop the essential social skills required growing up. Most play is structured which means that children have to follow rules which may involve pretend or imaginative playing. The ideal way for children to learn how to share, problem solve and take turns is just to let them play. By giving children time and space to play their imagination can go way into a world where anything can happen and they can be who they want to be and role play, encouraging interaction between children (Play E. , 2015).
Children also learn through play and learn about the world around them, developing social skills as they proceed. Many of these skills are crucial in making lasting friendships as children develop bonds with their peers and experience a sense of belonging (Sense, n.d.). When children are given the opportunity to work in a team their social skills are put to the test, it encourages children to discuss, share, play and resolve conflicts. It teaches children to get along with others who do not share the same views and opinions. Play helps children to experiment with language in many different areas which are not culture bound. This encourages children to be citizens of the world by creating a variety of ways in talking and carrying out tasks within their play scenarios. (Bruce, 2011).
Play is a child’s personal self-directed learning and a process they normally embrace fully. When children have free choice it enriches their learning and development by creating a blank canvas for children to express themselves through play. Children like to play and have fun while playing which enriches their learning, developing their social skills and encourages children from different backgrounds and different cultures to interact with each other. (Government W. A., Welsh Assembly Govenment Play Policy, 2002). Every child is important and children’s views and opinions should always be respected and heard, Article 12 states that all children have the right to be heard (UNCRC).
Social skills are important during play as it’s a skill we use every day to communicate and interact with others. It supports children in holistic development and covers all areas of learning from social, emotional, physical, sensory, language, cognitive and fine/gross motor skills. Bandura believes that people learn from one another through observation, imitation and modelling supporting children in areas of development such as attention, memory and motivation (David, Social Learning Theory (Bandura), 2015)
The adult in the setting provides the environment and materials that can be used to play where children are able to play and experience the context of play in a safe environment. Practitioners will also record observations during children’s play as this helps the adults around the children get to know how the children play and what their best interests are to support and guide them through this journey (Government W. , 2013).
The role of the adult in play supports children in many ways. This may include, building close relationships with children and also help build the child’s self-esteem and confidence. This is a special time for children’s well-being as they have 1 - 1 sessions where the child has the adult’s undivided attention. Practitioners can support children’s play in various ways dependant on the child’s needs. Examples of this are: - if the child’s self-directed play is not flowing and they need encouragement, the child may become frustrated or feel like giving up. When the child is playing, the adult may look on and observe as to what they enjoy playing with. If a child is not already playing but looking for something to do the adult may step in and encourage play to aid the child in self-directed play (Matter).
If practitioners intervene to often with children’s play it may become restricted and not be play in the same sense as it would be if the children are in control if the play is developed by the child. If this happens the child may not want to continue to play in this area much longer and will look elsewhere to play another game or activity that they enjoy without adult intervention. Play sometimes becomes lively, at which point some children may start becoming unsettled and disorderly. This is where the practitioner has to set boundaries and make sure that every activity stays entertaining, enjoyable and safe (Matter).
Physical/Sensory Play
Physical play is beneficial to children as they develop physical skills gradually from a young age and it supports children with their growth and muscle agility. Children engaging in physical play develop in a holistic manner which result in children using all areas of development which can enhance children’s concentration, learning, motivation and well-being. Children enjoy taking part in physical play whether it is indoors or outdoors, they enjoy being able to run around freely which is stimulating and fun for children. Children enjoy to play games which helps their physical development from skipping and hide-and-seek at a young age all the way up to football and rugby as they gain ability and confidence. While children are involved in physical play they are also socializing with one another and they play and interact while experiencing all the benefits from physical play (Years).
Physical development consists of many aspects including fine motor skills, gross motor skills and hand and eye-coordination skills. These skills develop over time from birth into childhood and then into adulthood and having developed these skills from a young age will help children growing up as these skills are needed in many areas of life. Examples of this are writing technique, craft skills, cutlery skills and painting to name a few (Years).
Sensory play is beneficial to children as they use all their senses and when children are engaged in sensory play it promotes the body to integrate and process all the information via sensory modalities of touch, smell, taste, hearing and vision. Sensory play supports many of the developmental areas such as language development, motor skills, problem solving, cognitive growth and social interaction. These areas of development are greatly important to helping children in the world around them. Sensory play benefits children by developing the brain’s neural pathways, aids in developing memory function, calming down frustrated or anxious children and also helps children learn sensory attributes such as hot, cold, wet and dry etc. (Play C. , n.d.). 
Vygotsky believes that children’s social interaction develops from culture, such as speech and writing to develop their communication needs. This steered the children to have higher learning and thinking skills (David, Social Learning Theory (Vygotsky), 2014). Children learn from hands on experiences and if children are given time and space they are able to access learning in their own self-directed way. Play is directed by experiences and if children are able to play with others their developmental needs are being fulfilled by interacting and learning with their peers. Play is also developed through a child’s interests and most children will only take an interest in play when they enjoy it as they experience a sense of enjoyment and through play children develop perseverance and attention to detail. Play is serious business for most children, needing concentration which involves the full attention from those taking part. Through this children develop social behaviour rules which forms a fundamental part to intellectual development (Government W. A., Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).
Having a range of sensory activities available to children can be beneficial as the children can then decide if they would like to opt for the messy play sensory based activity for the non-messy play activity. This provides children with an option of what play to choose as some children do not like to get their hands dirty while others enjoy it.
Section 2 - Why Exposing Children to Risk Is Beneficial
Exposing children to risk is beneficial because it exposes children to experience thrill and excitement while engrossed in risky play. It also allows children to experience fear and learn the strength and limitations of their bodies. Children need to learn how to manage danger and risk themselves and by doing this children will make individual decisions to determine the level of risk they want to take. Through play children development confidence and self-control but they are also aware of their boundaries and how to keep safe (Blincoe, 2015). Children learn their strengths and weaknesses and physical and mental limitations, establishing what they are physically capable of undertaking and also what they are mentally willing to participate in.
Play is an important part of children’s development as children learn fundamental life skills through the context of play. It is important to children’s well-being, physical, emotional, social, mental and creative skills that practitioners should seek every opportunity to support it and create an environment that nurtures it. This enables children to experience different emotions and challenges while interacting with their peers. (Government W. A., Welsh Assembly Govenment Play Policy, 2002). Providing children with quality opportunities that supports children leads to a healthy development.
Play is children’s work, when children are playing they learn to work things out, socialize and build lasting friendships. All children have the right to play (UNCRC). Exposing children to risk helps them to solve problems and realise that risk is a part of everyday life. Exposing children to risk can have positive effects in terms of their developmental needs such as social and emotional needs as well as their overall health. By providing these opportunities children manage their own risks and learn vital skills they need for adulthood (Council).
Children challenging themselves in risk which may be slightly out of their comfort zone will help them overcome their fears. This shows a sense of persistence and being brave, this is important to children as it shows a sign of growing up. Every child is different and may not like risky play and practitioners must do their best by each child, if children do not feel comfortable in taking part within the risky play activity the practitioner will not force this upon them to do so (Wales, 2019).
A risk assessment is necessary for outdoor play due to the increased risk involved to the children. The practitioner must produce a risk assessment highlighting steps to reduce or remove the risk if possible. Managing challenge and risk requires acceptable and unacceptable risk, encourage children to assess the risk and possible consequences, expectations for behaviour and benefits of the outcome for the activity. Outdoor play is a crucial area for children to challenge themselves because if they have freedom the children are most likely to set their own levels of challenge and engage in play than inside the classroom. It’s not only negative outcomes that are associated with risk. Risk can also have positive outcomes, this can be a challenge for children and encourage them to assess risk and determine whether to take the risk or not. Benefit of risk may include, the development of self-confidence and well-being, learning through hands on experiences and engaging with the natural environment (NSW).
When children play they are able to manage their emotions, it gives them a sense of enjoyment and pleasure, they feel happy when playing with their friends which helps them socialize, they become creative and imaginative, and they solve problems.
The role of the adult is to provide a safe, friendly and interactive environment which enables children to enjoy while they are at play. Adults provide the environment and make sure it is safe by assessing the area before the children can play there.  Allowing risky play means that practitioners have to remember the importance of health and safety while still giving the children freedom to take risk as it is an important part of their development. There is a huge difference between putting a child at risk and allowing the child to take risks. When allowing children to play opportunities and planning beforehand the aim is not eliminate risk but to weigh up the risks and benefits (Wales, 2019).
The Health and Safety laws and regulations are sometimes used as an excuse as to why some risky play and leisure activities to be carried out by children are stopped. This is sometimes a misinterpretation of what the Law actually requires. The Health and Safety Executive, together with Play Safety Forum produced a joint high level statement to make things clear and clarify these misinterpretations (HSE). 
The HSE make clear statements to the fact that (HSE)-
· Play is an important consideration to a child’s well-being and development
· While planning play the goal is not to eliminate risk but to weigh up the risk verses benefit to the child
· Practitioners should focus on the control of real risks during play activities and not the paperwork involved
· Mistakes and accidents will happen during play but the fear of litigation has blown H&S out of proportion




Section 3 - Risk Assessment
	Description:
	Outdoor PE (Football Session)

	Department:
	Physical Education

	Location:
	Grass Playing Fields

	Author:
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	Line Manager:
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	Applicable Equipment:
	Playing surfaces, playing equipment, appropriate sportswear.

	Associated Risk Assessment:
	See attached
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Risk Assessment
	ID
	Hazard
	Description of Hazard
	Persons at Risk
	Existing Controls
	Further Controls Needed to minimise Risk
	Action by Whom
	Action by When

	1
	Incorrect or unsuitable warm-up
	Muscle damage and soreness
	Children
	Warm-up for a minimum of 10 minutes before activities
	Staff to guide children through warm up and educate on the importance of warming up
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019

	2
	Unsuitable footwear
	Unsuitable footwear could cause the child to trip, develop a strain or cause some other type of damage
	Children/ Staff
	Check for suitable footwear before the activity starts. Check environment and playing surface to assess if other means of footwear is acceptable
	Children with unsuitable footwear to be provided with spare if available.
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019

	3
	Playing Surface/Football Pitch
	An uneven playing surface leading to a child to tripping can cause injury to the body. Grass not cut etc. foreign objects on playing fields.
	Children
	Check playing fields before and after activities
	Staff to walk playing surfaces before activities commence to inspect for hazards and remove if found. 
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019

	4
	Weather
	Adverse effects of being exposed to weather (Winter)
	Children/ Staff
	Staff to assess weather conditions prior to activity taking place. 
	Staff to walk playing surfaces before activities commence to check for ICE/FROST
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019

	5
	Wearing jewellery
	Wearing jewellery can cause harm to the child as they might get the jewellery caught on something or someone, causing bruising/ bleeding
	Children
	Check for jewellery before the activity starts
	Staff to ask child to remove jewellery, due to the incidents that might arise.
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019

	6
	Dangerous Play
	Dangerous play can result in injury to children taking part
	Children
	Children are to be told before a game of football what they can and cannot do.
	Staff to monitor aggressive play and instruct children to play with respect to each other.
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019

	7
	Falling Goal Posts
	Falling goals can cause serious injury and must be secured and checked before every game
	Children/ Staff
	Goal stability checked on weekly intervals and inspection sheet signed
	Staff to ensure goals are properly inspected before and after every intended usage.
	Catherine Davies
	15/01/2019



Section 4 - Reflection
A Risk Assessment was carried out for an outdoor PE football activity. Before the activity took place the area was checked by a member of staff making sure that it was safe for the children to take part in the lesson. The children were asked to make sure they had suitable sports clothes and suitable footwear on before taking part in the game. The children’s age was considered, that staff in charge made sure that that the ratio was correct before heading outside to the playing yard. The PE football session links in with self-directed play as well as it being adult led with rules to follow.
The activity needed to have a risk assessment as the outdoor area tends to get quite slippery during the cold winter months. During this time if children do not have suitable gripped footwear on they are unable to take part in the lesson due to the unsuitable footwear.
Evaluation
The Risk Assessment carried out contained a number of apparent hazards which include unsuitable footwear, jewellery, incorrect warm up and dangerous play. These points are important to include in the Risk Assessment as they could result in injury to a child if not risk assessed and brought to the attention of those taking part. If children have unsuitable footwear they are unable to take part in the lesson as they could fall over and hurt themselves causing serious harm to themselves or others. If the children have jewellery on they need to remove it as this could result in harming themselves or other children if the jewellery gets caught or snagged during the session. If an incorrect warm up has been made this could result in the children pulling muscles and having sprains. When children get to exited and boisterous during the lesson this can result in an accident to themselves or others around them. 
The Risk Assessment mentioned the weather, based on season being the winter. If there was anything to change in the Risk Assessment, I would make it more generic to adapt it to cover all the seasons. This would include having fluids to drink if it was a hot sunny day and sun cream to wear to protect the children’s skin.
Social, Physical and Sensory Play provide children with opportunities to self-directed play and help children to become confident, social and independent young learners. These types of play allow children to take control of the situation by allowing some of the children to become leaders in their own way. The activity chosen for the risk assessment links in with social and physical development as well as self-directed play allowing children to be in charge of the PE game.
Conclusion
It was my first time completing a risk assessment, which I had to think about all areas in order to make sure that the risk assessment had nothing missing. At first I was a little nervous to complete the Risk Assessment as I had never completed one alone before, always only being a part of the risk assessment procedure with the class teacher in charge of completion. This activity was adult led and child-led. Adult led by the environment, equipment needed and rules to follow.
The Risk Assessment contained a number of valid points to the task at hand (Football). On reflection improvements could have been made with the addition of a few more hazards. Dehydration/Exhaustion could have been included to provide children with regular drink breaks during the game. Also the playing apparatus, namely footballs in this case, they could be assessed for the correct pressure before and after use. A ball that is too hard for the children to play with could result in injury to themselves or others. No kicking the ball above head height could also have been included, research suggests that head trauma caused by heading a football from a young age could cause lasting damage to young children as their head and necks are not fully developed and risk of brain injury is higher than in adults (Saner, 2015).
On completing a Risk Assessment in the future I would carry out a more research and experience based assessment of the activity being undertaken.  A lot of information and valuable experience can be found by interacting with other staff and accessing online studies, the HSE website for example.
Overall the Risk Assessment carried out identified relevant and apparent hazards to the activity being undertaken and stated recommendation on how to minimise these hazards. 
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