                  Children’s play: principles and practice

It is acknowledged that there are around 16 different types of play, this helps to provide anyone that works with children with a common language for describing play. Some of the different types of play are; dramatic play, locomotor play, deep play, exploratory play, imaginative play, mastery play, object play, role play and recapitulative play.
‘All children and young people need to play. The impulse to play is innate. Play is biological, psychological and social necessity, and is fundamental to the healthy development and wellbeing of individuals and communities.’ (Gleave, 2012)
Children’s play is varied, interchangeable and always evolving. It may explore different types at the same time, flow from one to another and back again. The definitions of play are by adults, for adults. However, they are useful in helping us be more specific when we’re discussing play and play provision, but we are only able to capture a narrow aspect of the plethora of different types of children’s play. The list of different play types is constantly evolving and should not be assumed to ever be complete.
Play, at least in humans, is not necessarily all-or-none, but can exist in matters of degree. An activity can be characterized as play, or described as playful, to the degree that it contains the characteristics listed here: Play is activity that is (1) self-chosen and self-directed; (2) intrinsically motivated; (3) guided by mental rules; (4) imaginative; and (5) conducted in an active, alert, but relatively non-stressed frame of mind. Gray, P. (2013), Scholarpedia, 8(7):30578
Self-directed play is spontaneous and not something that has been pre- meditated by a child or an adult. It nurtures creativity and develops the child’s ability to make decisions and to think for themselves. 
“Supporting self-directed play is a healing drop of sanity, of beauty, truth and goodness, that I know will spread its ripples of life and love throughout the world.” R. Breipohl 2010
Years of research show conclusively that child directed play fosters development of the whole child – children’s cognitive, social, emotional, and physical skills contribute to school success; and is a necessary and important part of every child’s life. Housley Juster, A. Ph.D. (2015)

Children develop in a holistic manner. Many believe that physical development should be seen as being as important in young children’s development as intellectual development. Research has shown that physical activity in young children can enhance concentration, motivation, learning and well-being. Sattelmair J. Ratey J (2009)
Howard (2010), wrote that Education in the Early years should be more creative than it has been in past years to equip children with the skills and processes of an unknown tomorrow. Addressing children’s individuality and uniqueness through a holistic approach will ensure they progress to healthy adults, and enable them to remain a confident, stable member of an unpredictable world.
It is generally agreed that in the Western world our lives have become more inactive and children have less opportunity for physical activity on an average day. Some of the reasons for this are:
      More screen time, children playing on their devices and watching television
      Fewer family members to play with 
      Not as many safe outside play areas for children
Nursery settings and Primary schools can provide many opportunities for physical play which may promote ﬁne and gross motor skills and hand / eye coordination.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Lagaras, J says that children enjoy physical play, indoors and outdoors. They revel in freedom of movement and in play that is inventive, adventurous and stimulating. Children also learn social skills as they cooperate with one another and show consideration for one another.
Tassoni and Hucker (2005) p3, believe that during free play children demonstrate knowledge and a high level of sensitivity towards others. They can gather all that they have learnt and it is holistic therefore develops all aspects of the child, physical, social, emotional, intellectual and their language skills.
Enriching the play environment is not about promoting an adult agenda of specific learning outcomes, but rather adopting a holistic approach to development and accepting that children are “competent as they are given appropriate opportunities (Melville 1999, p71)
Three famous examples of attempts to characterize play are the following: 
· In his classic book Homo Ludens, the Dutch cultural historian Johan Huizinga (1955) summed up his elaborate definition of play as follows: "Play is a free activity standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner." 
· In his influential essay, The Role of Play in Development, the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978) characterized children’s play as activity that is (a) “desired” by the child, (b) “always involves an imaginary situation,” and (c) “always involves rules” (which are in the minds of the players and may or may not be laid down in advance). 
· In an often-referred-to article on play in the Handbook of Child Psychology, Kenneth Rubin and his colleagues (1983) characterized play as behaviour that is (a) intrinsically motivated; (b) focused on means rather than ends; (c) distinct from exploratory behaviour; (d) nonliteral (involves pretence), (e) free from externally imposed rules; and (f) actively (not just passively) engaged in by the players. 



Risk

The benefits of risk taking include: extending skills, developing physical and emotional capacities, challenging ourselves in new ways and gaining direct experience of the consequences of our actions. Being brave and conquering a fear is something that is very important to children and a sign of growth.
In an article recently written in the Independent Newspaper (2012) It said that children do not have enough opportunity for risky play and how it is an important part of growing up. A generation of overprotected children need to be given greater freedom to learn about risk as they play, the health and safety regulator has said.
In a joint statement, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) and the Play Safety Forum (PSF) said children need to do outdoor activities such as climbing and playing conkers in order to grasp the realities of the world
The HSE said previous research had shown a "shocking" half of children aged between seven and 12 are not allowed to climb a tree without an adult present and one in five children of the same age have been stopped from playing conkers because it is "too dangerous".
The statement concluded that


· Play is important for children’s well-being and development
· When planning and providing play opportunities, the goal is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits
· Those providing play opportunities should focus on controlling the real risks, while securing or increasing the benefits – not on the paperwork
· Accidents and mistakes happen during play – but fear of litigation and prosecution has been blown out of proportion

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) made the following statement in January 2005:
Sensible health and safety is about managing risks, not eliminating them all. HSE is not in the business of stamping out simple pleasures wherever they appear and at whatever cost. We recognise the benefits to children's development of play, which necessarily involves some risk, and this shouldn't be sacrificed in the pursuit of the unachievable goal of absolute safety.




Symbolic play

It's important for adults to create and maintain an environment that encourages symbolic play.
Symbolic play is the ability for children to use objects, actions or ideas to represent other objects, actions or ideas as play. For example, pushing a block around the floor pretending it’s a car. Children use their imaginations to create storylines and roles. When they pretend to be nurses, builders or fire fighters, they're engaged in symbolic play.
Space should be allowed for children to play with actual three-dimensional toys or "transitional objects," a term coined by D. Winnicott to describe objects that could have a soothing effect on children. These objects may serve as a bridge between the child's symbolic world and reality.
Any object or toy can open a field of possibilities. A child decides where the game starts and where it ends, its trajectory, and its rules. It is in this type of game, symbolic play where the child's individuality develops. 
Symbolic play can be done alone or with others, the child creates a fictional story. It is called symbolic because it refers to another experience, another story, and it allows the child to retell it, changing settings and words. 
Children who are not accustomed to this type of play may show some resistance. That's why it's important for adults to create and maintain an environment that encourages symbolic play. At first, they may need to be more present, accompany them, help them, give them a few objects or toys, until they learn to "be alone in the presence of others," in Winnicott's words. 


Deep play

Play that allows the child to encounter risky or even potentially life-threatening experiences to develop survival skills and conquer fear. Children engage in play that makes them judge and assess their own risks. This type of play can help children understand their own mortality and help overcome any fears. It can strongly encourage self-confidence whilst ensuring life lessons are learnt. 
Fire Play, Climbing Trees, snowball fights, jumping over/in streams, using tools like saws, hammers and nails etc. 
On the basis of such research, Sandseter[1] wrote, in a 2011 article in the journal Evolutionary Psychology, “We may observe an increased neuroticism or psychopathology in society if children are hindered from partaking in age adequate risky play.”  She wrote this as if it were a prediction for the future, but I've reviewed data—in Free to Learn and elsewhere[5]--indicating that this future is here already and has been for a while.
Briefly, the evidence is this.  Over the past 60 years we have witnessed, in our culture, a continuous, gradual, but ultimately dramatic decline in children’s opportunities to play freely, without adult control, and especially in their opportunities to play in risky ways.  Over the same 60 years we have also witnessed a continuous, gradual, but ultimately dramatic increase in all sorts of childhood mental disorders, especially emotional disorders
Children are highly motivated to play in risky ways, but they are also very good at knowing their own capacities and avoiding risks they are not ready to take, either physically or emotionally. Our children know far better than we do what they are ready for.  When adults pressure or even encourage children to take risks they aren’t ready for, the result may be trauma, not thrill.  There are big differences among kids, even among those who are similar in age, size, and strength.  What is thrilling for one is traumatic for another.  When physical education instructors require all of the children in a gym class to climb a rope or pole to the ceiling, some children, for whom the challenge is too great, experience trauma and shame.  Instead of helping them learn to climb and experience heights, the experience turns them forever away from such adventures.  Children know how to dose themselves with just the right amount of fear, for them, and for that knowledge to operate they must oversee their own play. [Parenthetically, I note that a relatively small percentage of children are prone to overestimate their abilities and do repeatedly hurt themselves in risky play.  These children may need help in learning restraint
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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
	Balance beam
	Child
	Side bars to hold on to
	The balance beam is very slippery, it needs a non-slip coating.
	School caretaker or external maintenance professional.
	Immediately

	
2
	Ropes crossed over
	Child
	Two hooks
	Ropes need to be secured properly, and bolted in.
	School caretaker or external maintenance professional.
	Immediately

	
3
	Balance steps
	Child
	Wooden balance blocks.
	Extremely slippery when wet, needs non slip coating, and wood needs to be repaired.
	School caretaker or external maintenance professional.
	Immediately

	
4
	Floor surrounding apparatus
	Child
	Grass and muddy areas.
	This type of ground is not suitable for such an apparatus. It need proper soft ground flooring.
	School caretaker or external maintenance professional.
	Immediately

	
5
	Climbing ropes
	Child
	Wooden frame
	This frame is not secure, it needs to be dug out and fitted properly with cement and secured in place.
	School caretaker or external maintenance professional.
	Immediately











Reflection

The preparation involved in carrying out this risk assessment was minimal. I simply needed to obtain a suitable risk assessment document and after gaining permission from the head mistress, carried out the risk assessment both when there were children using the apparatus and when they were not. I then looked at every part of the apparatus separately to gain a clear picture.
I found it extremely useful to conduct a risk assessment on the piece of equipment in question. Over the years there have been many accidents and falls from this apparatus and therefore it was beneficial to me to write down evert aspect of the apparatus individually and assess the risk. It creates a clear picture of what needs to be done and improvements that can be made. I’m surprised that these improvements have not yet been made as it is within a Primary School. One boy lost a front tooth due to a fall from the balance beam. And teachers and support staff do not have clear instructions whether the children may use it or not. Some say the children can only use it if they have appropriate footwear and then others say the children can only use the climbing frame when it is a dry day and therefore non- slip. However, I believe there needs to be a clearer concise rule as to when children are allowed to access this piece of equipment, and in my opinion the changes should be made immediately, before any other children are hurt or injured. Risk assessments are also vital for protecting yourself and your practice and should be carried out continuously and taken very seriously.
I do believe that self-directed play is at the upmost importance to children. It is so easy for us as professionals to step in and give guidance to children while they pay or carry out a task, but all too often this support or guidance is not needed nor wanted. They are more than happy to go at their own pace and are constantly learning and developing in their own time.
As Vygotsky (1978) pointed out, the imaginative nature of play is, in a sense, the flip side of play’s rule-based nature. To the degree that play takes place in an imagined world, the players’ actions must be governed by rules that are in the minds of the players rather than by laws of nature or impulsive instincts.
Holistic play affects the whole child, meaning every aspect of the child. I personally find it difficult to engage some children for long periods of time in a stuffy classroom when I know ten minutes of fresh air and play outside would be of benefit to them, and would help them concentrate. I believe it’s extremely difficult for teachers to teach a whole class of children at the same time when they are all individuals and have very different wants and needs, the child that cannot concentrate for long periods of time and starts to misbehave in the classroom is susceptible to being labelled as naughty when he/she may need a bit more freedom to move around or to be creative or physical, whatever it may be, and would flourish as a result, but often they are not given the chance to do so.
I personally have seen a significant change in my setting when the weather is nice and I’m able to take the children outside to play. When I’ve worked in an after-school club within a primary school and therefore we have children ranging from 4-11 years of age all together in one room, and when they are unable to move around freely or go outside to run around, tempers flare and there is a lot of tension. This is usually resolved if we take them outside. However, on the days that it’s not possible we have to make sure we have enough activities for the children to take part in. Most of them enjoy creative play, but some simply do not and we must find something else for them to do. 
The most important aspect I’ve found is that the children decide what they want to do, they are given options so they feel that the decision was their own. This helps them to gain confidence and improves their self-esteem.
I chose symbolic play as it brings me so much joy to see children using their imaginations and to invent games from certain objects. Any object can be a car or train to a two-year-old, and any object with some fur can be an animal. They simply make up their own game and its lovely to see their imaginations unfold. Symbolic play also has no age limit, a teenager would hold a hairbrush up to their mouth and pretend it’s a microphone, or a ten hear old would hold a ring and pretend it’s a driving wheel, the possibilities of symbolic play are endless.
And deep play I found very interesting and something I would like to read into further. I find it fascinating how a child assess risk and how every child has a different level of risk and if this correlates with the way that they were raised and what they could do or not do when they were growing up. 
In reflection, it demonstrates all the different types of play and the importance of how play affect children and indeed the person they grow up to be. It is ever evolving and constantly changing and we can all certainly learn a great deal from children’s play, principles and practice.  
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