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[bookmark: _GoBack]Children’s Play, Principles and Practice
Section 1 - Types of Play
Play is one of the most important aspects for development and learning. It is fundamental for future learning as it lays down neural patterns in the brain. (Bruce, Meggitt, 2006).
There are many different types of ‘play’ and through appropriate planning, practitioners should be able to provide a variety of play experiences for the child to grow, develop and progress in their development. This needs to be done whilst taking into account any barriers which may be presented due to physical, communication or learning difficulties. (Welsh Government, 2015).
Role play in the early years plays a very important part in a child’s education, as it promotes imagination and gives the child the opportunity to play out real life experiences. Imagination can be in born or natural in some children while others may need extra support and encouragement from practitioners. Pre-schools need to ensure that they are properly equipped with resources to give the child the opportunity to develop their imagination skills and they also need to be hands on to support this development. (Meighan, 2011)
The home environment is very familiar and important to young children, therefore using this as the main focus of role play in early years settings where a ‘home corner’ is provided can prove to be very popular during both self-directed and adult led play. The home corner needs to be equipped with all the right tools to enable the ‘role play’ to be carried out. These items can be pretend or real everyday objects, to create the home corner as realistic as possible. (Meighan, 2011) 
Role play encourages the child’s speech and language development, as during self-directed play they may start to talk to themselves, then progress to talk to others. The child can gain confidence in social situations where language is developed and new vocabulary is adopted.  Children can develop skills, gain knowledge and live out different hopes and fantasies during role play in a happy, safe and secure environment, especially during self-directed and free play which can produce deep and meaningful learning to the child. (Squire et al, 2007) 
While role play tends to mainly support children’s imagination skills, social and language development, as the child acts out everyday situations, it also supports the child’s holistic development. This is where all areas of development are supported such their physical, emotional, cognitive, cultural and spiritual as well as the child’s overall well-being. This is supported by the child being able to self-direct in holistic play situations, as the children find these experiences rewarding and interesting and are able to set their own goals and challenges. During self-directed play children can concentrate for longer, as they have chosen this play experience based on their likes and they can also repeat these activities until they have mastered them. Children can gain confidence by being self-reliant and there is less pressure on the child during self-directed play, as the child is responsible for what they are doing and learning, therefore supporting their emotional well-being as well as other holistic development. (Squire et al, 2007) 
Creative play develops imagination, exploration, freedom and flexibility in the early years education curriculum. It is important that as practitioners we support and encourage such play for the child to explore and comprehend their world. (Duffy, 1998) 
Creativity is seen to be a typical characteristic of human behaviour, where activities such as music, movement and dance have formed an important part in children’s lives and development. These activities are considered important in the child’s holistic development and are supported and encouraged during self-directed play as they are brought in line with article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child (UNCRC, 1989) which states “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.” (Luff, 2014)
 A balance between facilitation and interference needs to be identified by practitioners during creative play, as there is risk of harmful intrusion, that may conflict with the child’s originality, as well as a need for guidance to support their learning and development in this particular play type. This balance of distinction is recommended within the Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (Welsh Government, 2018) (Luff, 2014).
Vygotsky believed that the role of the practitioner in learning is crucial, where the children are guided towards actions or tasks beyond their current capacity. This enables them to perform beyond their ability, within limits. These limits are know as the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ where a child can learn with help and also without. Vygotsky stated that children follow by adult example, then develop the ability to be able to do certain tasks or activities by themselves without any support from the adult. (Dolya, 2007)
Moyles spiral of learning looks at self-directed / free play and directed / adult led play. This model identifies play as an upward spiral where both plays are included and skills from these ‘plays’ are built upon over time, enabling the child to extend them and develop new ones. (Squire et al, 2007) 

Section 2 – Why exposing young children to risk is beneficial 
Not all risk is seen as bad for children. Children are able to learn more about themselves, test boundaries and explore independence when taking risk during play. Risks can be both physical and emotional, such as jumping off rocks and climbing trees to having more responsibility as they get older and speaking up in class. It is important that children have safe ways to take risks to ensure safety and prevent harm, accidents and even death. Adults should give children opportunities to take risks, as this helps build their confidence and resilience. (Parent Tool Kit, 2018)
When taking part in any type of play children need to be able to take risks and engage in ‘risky’ play to help them to develop important life lessons, and to look after their health and wellbeing. (Brussoni, 2017, p.6) 
Children need to learn risk management skills, and to enable them to learn these skills they need to explore risk in all play types, especially adventurous and challenging play. They can then take these risk experiences forward into other situations that they may find themselves in, for the duration of their childhood, as well as into adulthood. Children who are limited to risk during play can sometimes be seen to be less safe, as these children have not had the opportunities to learn how to keep themselves safe or how able they are able to manage in risk in such situations, as they have not been able to test their limits. (Brussoni, 2017, p.6)
Dr. Mariana Brussoni’s research, as well as others, has concluded that it is important for children to take risk opportunities during play, especially self-directed play where children have the choice in how and what they play. It is seen as important for the child’s health and development, including promoting self-confidence, social development, physical activity and resilience. (Brussoni, 2017, p.6) 
Children who have developed resilience can respond and adjust more effectively to difficult circumstances. They can overcome and deal with stress and anxiety and play is seen as a key mechanism to develop this resilience, as it helps them to deal with uncertainty and achieve good physical and mental health in the long term, developing their brain to be able to deal with whatever life throws at them. For a child to develop resilience they need adult support,  from the support networks around them such as family, school, and neighbourhood. To support the child it is important that the adults encourage choice and independence and ensure the child has access to rich play environments where there are lots of opportunities to take risk. These environments can be indoors or outdoors and include play areas or parks, play centres, staffed adventure playgrounds, after school care, mobile play provision, preschools, nurseries and schools. (Play Wales, 2015)
[bookmark: _Hlk535618444]Children need plenty of places and time to play, as play is an integral part of childhood, therefore it is important that these are provided, especially as society has now become pressurised to keep children busy and safe. The role of the adult is to keep children safe and to also teach them how to keep safe. Adults must assess play situations and not be overcautious with challenging and scary play, as taking part in such play will create lifelong  benefits them to keep them safer in the long run. (Play Wales, 2015)
The Welsh Assembly Government recognises that the society in which we live in today has restrictions for opportunities to play freely, therefore it is committed to provide high quality play provision that is appropriate, local, stimulating and challenging for all children in Wales. This will enable the children of Wales to be able to take part in freely chosen play that are free from inappropriate risk and full of challenge. This play will enhance their physical development, as well as psychological wellbeing. (Welsh Government, 2002)
In recent years, due to safety standards being adopted through fear of liability, children’s natural play spaces have been reduced, discouraged and replaced by plastic and metal play equipment that meet the safety standards. This type of natural play has vast benefits in supporting risky, challenging play, as well as other health benefits, but children are not having the opportunity to experience them due to the society of liability in which we live in. While the plastic and metal play equipment provides some risk opportunities and experiences, in the long term it can become boring and less challenging, therefore creating more risk by children using it in an unsafe way to maintain enjoyment and challenge. (Play for Wales, 2017)

    

Section 3 - Risk Assessment:
Details: Outdoor play / welly walk at Pentrechwyth Flying Start 
	Description:
	Welly Walk

	Department:
	Early Years Flying Start
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	Author:
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	Alison Jones 
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	Applicable Equipment:
	See risk assessment 

	Associated Risk Assessment(s):
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	Reason for latest update
	To retain safety of early years children and staff when accessing the school grounds outdoors
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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
	Welly walk/ outdoor play within school grounds. Children running off.
	Children (2-3 years) & Staff
	Walking rein/ rings for children to hold on to.
	Remind children to hold on to walking rein.
	All staff.
	During activity.

	
2
	Weather conditions.
Sun burn and getting wet.
	Children (2-3 years) & Staff 
	Wet weather/ waterproof and warm clothes & sun hats.
	Sun cream to be applied by parents. Consent form for staff to apply sun cream as top up. Wellies to be brought into school.
	Parents and staff.
	During activity.

	
3
	School entry / Exit gate.
Risk of escaping.
	Children (2-3 years)
	All external gates locked and bolted to prevent child getting out.
	All available staff will be outside supervising children and a staff to child ratio of 1:4 
	Caretaker and staff.
	Every day after school starts.

	
4
	Falling over in yard.
Cuts, grazes, bumps and bruises. Injuries due to falling.
	Children (2-3 years) 
	All staff first aid trained. Staff/child ratio 1:4
	 Ensure children’s shoes are secure. First aid kit to be taken. 
	All staff.
	During activity.

	
5
	Trips & falls over equipment. Cuts, grazes, bumps and bruises. Injuries due to falling.
	Children (2-3 years) & staff.
	Close supervision at all times. All staff first aid trained.
	Ensure that area is free from objects  deemed hazardous or causing obstruction.
	All staff.
	Checks to be made before activity.

	
6
	Mental fencing and gate.
Finger jams, gate closing on hands.
	Children (2-3 years)
	Ensure broken or unsafe parts of fence or gate are fixed or secure. 
	Staff supervision. Encourage children not to put fingers into holes or spaces where they may get jammed. Gate opened and closed by adult only. 
	Caretaker and all staff.
	During activity.

	
7
	Use of outdoor equipment such as slide, stepping logs. 
Falling off equipment.
	Children (2-3 years)
	Equipment to be age appropriate. 
	Close staff supervision and support, ratio of 1:4. 
	All staff.
	During activity.

	
8
	Steps up to main yard.
 Trips and falls up and down steps.
	Children (2-3 years) & staff.
	Steps maintained and repaired when necessary. 
	Staff to be extra vigilant when steps are wet. Close observation of children, especially less abled and experienced.
	All staff.
	During activity.

	
9
	Exploring and investigating natural materials. 
Children putting materials in mouth, scratching and cutting themselves.
	Children (2-3 years)
	All staff first aid trained. Remind children not to put materials in mouth. Wash hands after activity.
	Close staff supervision. Verbal warnings as well as removing any objects a child puts into mouth to make them aware of health and safety. Seek medical attention if needed.
	All staff.
	During activity and after. 

	
10
	Children with additional learning needs, for all areas mentioned above and medical conditions.
	Children (2-3 years)
	One to one support. Extra support for those less able. 
	Depending on needs, child may need to be carried or use of pushchair. Extra support with activities. Medical supplies need to be taken. 
	One to one support worker and all staff.
	During activity.


Section 4 – Reflection 
In the early years Foundation Phase, play experiences outdoors has great importance, as research has shown there are many long term benefits for learning and development as well as health and well-being. (Welsh Government, 2014)  Therefore, it is important that children have the opportunity to take part and experience ‘outdoor play.’ 
In this assignment, I undertook a risk assessment for a ‘welly walk / outdoor’ activity. Risk assessments are part of a childcare practitioners role,  and assisting with them is vital in the everyday running of pre-school settings as these assessments are methods of preventing accidents, injury and sometimes even death. (Key skills in child care, 2006)
I am using Gibbs’ model of Reflection (Gibbs, 1998) and using the reflective cycle to analyse and reflect upon the risk assessment undertaken. When working with young children reflective practice should be seen as a ‘political and social responsibility’ (Bolton, 2010:11), belonging to all those involved in early childhood policy and practice. (Waller and Davis, 2005, p.346).
To begin with I looked for hazards in the activity, then decided who might be harmed and how, identified if the hazard will cause harm and whether existing precautions would be enough. By looking at these hazards,  I found that some of these areas needed to be improved upon so  I decided what further precautions could be done to reduce the risk. I then recorded my findings. (Meggitt, 2011)
I felt confident about doing the risk assessment, as I have previously made detailed risk assessments for other activities in my job role as deputy manager. I assess for hazards and the likelihood of them posing to be a risk on a daily basis, so I am familiar what to look out for. I also felt that looking for such hazards and identifying the risk of the welly walk/ outdoor play was more challenging than first thought, as many factors had to be taken into account. I felt this activity needed to have a risk assessment as the children were being taken out of the setting and would be taking part in physical activity. We need to ensure that children are safe during physical activity as accidents can happen very quickly. (Tassoni, 2002)
I think I done good in the risk assessment, as I looked at not only the welfare of the children and staff due to injury, but also other factors which might pose to be a risk. For example the weather. I thought about different type of weather conditions and what precautions could be made to prevent this from having an affect on the activity from taking place. Welsh Government guidelines support outdoor play, in all weathers, as it enhances all aspects of child development, such as physical, social, creative, cultural and personal. (Welsh Government, 2007). 
I also looked at inclusion and ensured that those children with additional learning needs would be able to take part in the activity, by putting further actions in place to allow for this. For example a one to one support worker or any equipment or medical supplies which may be needed. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, (UNCRC) article 23, states that every child regardless of their disability has a right to feel included at school, to join in and to receive special care if needed. (Unicef, 1946)
Practitioners need to know how to provide a safe and healthy environment for the children and young people accessing their services. Risks need to be assessed and practitioners need to identify and minimise these risks to keep the child safe, while also letting them explore the environment and learn for themselves. (Meggitt, 2011) This was seen to be evident in my risk assessment, as I prioritised keeping the children free from harm. However, as children need to learn for themselves and be able to manage risk, as this prepares them for adulthood (Brussoni, 2017), then some things could have been done differently. For example the first risk identified children running off and the use of the walking rein to keep the group together. This I thought was a good idea but having looked at research from how children need to learn, would the walking rein be needed? Practitioners could have managed such excited behaviour by holding the children’s hands and reminding them not to run off while allowing them some scope to walk and explore close by. 
Risk two identified the weather, which I felt was a good risk to identify as learning experiences should not be hindered because of the weather. Children need to explore in all weather conditions. Welsh Government states that ‘there is no such thing as bad weather just inappropriate clothing.’ This risk can be minimised by providing the specialist equipment needed to take part in such weather conditions, such as wellies, wet weather gear, sun hats and sun cream.
The risk assessment noted trips and falls which can not be prevented from happening accidently, but by ensuring that all areas are free from objects and obstacles the risk is minimised. Although I found this risk to be beneficial for minimising risk, children also need to learn how to avoid obstacles and manage their own risk assessments, by being encouraged to learn and think about consequences rather than us overprotect them from risk. Children need to be able to make judgements about their own strengths and skills from such risks and challenges to prepare them for later years. Children need to experience the consequences of obstacles being in the way to enable them to manage such situations. (Meggitt, 2011)
Risk seven and nine both focus on the child’s learning experiences with items such as play apparatus and natural materials. Children need these items to explore the world around them and to experience physical activity to support and help their holistic development. Whilst children need close supervision during these activities and also equipment appropriate to their age (Health and Safety Act, 1974) they also need to be able to self-direct during such play. (Squire et al, 2007) This risk assessment allowed for self-directed play, whist practitioners were on hand to encourage and support and also challenge the children to enable them to perform beyond their ability, within limits. Vygotsky defined these limits as the ‘Zone of Proximal’ where a child can learn with help and also without. He stated that children follow by adult example, and then go on to develop the ability to perform certain tasks themselves without support. (Doyla, 2007). 
The risk assessment also recognises the Health and Safety (First Aid) Regulations 1981. All childcare practitioners are required to be ‘Paediatric First Aid’ trained and the qualification must be renewed every three years. (Meggitt, 2011)
The process of the risk assessment appeared to be of ease when first focusing on undertaking it, but having used Gibbs reflection cycle, and reflected upon it in more depth I think some things could have been changed to make it more efficient. Children need to kept safe and children also need to be taught how to play safely. They need to be able to tackle every day dangers so that they can become safe adults. (Meggitt, 2011) This could have been taken into account in the assessment by allowing the children to be taught about taking risk rather than preventing them. For example, holding on to the rein and moving obstacles. While the risks could have still been identified, the approach towards them could have been made differently, teaching and verbally explaining to the children how to manage such risks to enhance their development and skills rather than removing the risk completely. (Meggitt, 2011) 
While the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, requires us as practitioners and employees to carry out risk assessments, it is important to remember the significant benefits children receive during such risky play. Concerns have been raised with regards to opportunities for outdoor play due to risk anxiety and ‘culture of fear’ (Furedi, 2002) but we need to take a more positive approach to recognise the benefits of outdoor play. These mainly being contact with nature, movement, health, wellbeing and risk-taking. Creating risk free environments can also be seen to be dangerous, as children do not have the opportunity to develop and show competence and confidence in their play. (Waller and Davis, 2005). This needs to be reflected upon and remembered when carrying out risk assessments in the future, to ensure that the child is prepared for adulthood and not overprotected from taking such risks in childhood that will be an advantage to them in the long term. 
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