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                Children’s play, principles and practice 

Section 1
Everybody knows what play is, but when asked they struggle to explain what it is and why it is important to a child’s development. Play Wales 2014 defines play as a spontaneous and active process. When we play we are freed to be inventive and creative. Play can be anything a child wants it to be, there is no specific definition that states that ‘this is play’ and there is only one way to play. Playing could be described as any activity that a child chooses that allows them to relax and enjoy the activity they choose without the judgment of adults or other children and any restrictions being put on them. This is supported by the Welsh government who published a play policy in 2002. ‘Play is so critically important to all children in the development of their physical, social, mental, emotional and creative skills that society should seek every opportunity to support it and create an environment that fosters it’. As mentioned play is important to all children and a right they are legally entitled to, regardless of their behavior or any impairments or disabilities that they have. Article 31 of the UNCRC states that ‘Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities’ (UNCRC 1992). The term ‘every child’ identifies and includes all children regardless of the race, religion, gender or ability in the statement. Inclusive play embraces dimensions of richness, diversity and the appreciation of difference. Casey, (2005). As well as being inclusive to all, play is also a very purposeful activity. Play allows children to have a sense of agency within themselves as they are acting independently to make a free choice and answer questions that arrive in their head. An example of a nursery child displaying agency during play would be when they pick up a paint brush and asks, ‘what is this?’. After explaining that it is used for painting the child was then observed using it as a small sweeping brush and then using it to move the sand in the sand pit. Smidt (2011) No one tells the children what to do or how to do it. They are agents of their own learning. 
There many ways in which a child can play such as role play, imaginative, locomotor, object and mastery. A common type of play that is often over looked is communication play. As this is something that happens daily practitioners don’t see it as a form of playing but it is one of the most important, with out communication children have no way of socialising, interacting or expressing their needs. Saxby (no date) defines communication play as playing using words, body language and gestures whilst playing. This can be commonly seen in children’s play through the use of mime, role playing, singing, and acting. Practitioners always communicate to children via play whether they realise or not, by playing ball with a toddler and asking them to roll or kick the ball back to you, you are communicating via play as they learn different forms of language. It is the constant use of wrapping language around the actions of play for the right and left side of the brain to fuse together and associate a word with an action (The thrive approach, no date). From a young age, children can be observed picking up objects such as a banana or even a toy phone and mimicking a ringing tone, and using the phrases ring ring, hello or good bye whilst on the phone. As children get older their communication through play differs as their styles of play change but it can always be visibly seen. Children can express themselves through role playing and adapting the role of the character but by using a variety or relevant vocabulary they are increasing their knowledge of communication. 
Another type of play is object play Saxby (no date) defines object play as play which uses infinite and interesting sequences of hand-eye manipulations and movements. Object play describes a child’s play with actual objects, such as blocks, cars, dolls etc. Babies like to create games with objects such as dummies and drop them from their high chairs, and make adults pick them and then progressing to drop them again. Toddlers like to use imaginative play to create pretend games, such as using blocks to build towers or houses or pretending to feed dolls. Free play with objects allows children to experience problem solving situations as well being allowed to experience different object for themselves without adult’s intervention of influencing their play, although through. Housely (2015) believes that self-directed play Is the play that evolves when children choose what to play and make up their own rules for how to play. This often takes place during free play when they are not governed by adults and what they tell them to do or how to play. Self- directed play is essential for a child’s development as it allows them to figure things out for themselves as well as taking healthy risks. It is through play that children learn the things that no one could ever teach them. Burrow (no date). They learn things like self-control and develop in confidence as they explore and create their own identity and explore their own individual limits. ‘Allowing children to make their own meanings through play does not of course mean abandoning a responsibility to teach’ (Broadhead, 2010: 38) 
No type of play is more important than the other it just depends on what benefits the child more and what they enjoy doing. If you force a child to play in specific way, then the play loses its meaning. Many types of play over lap, for example communication and object play because as the child is turning objects in to a game, it is the job of the adult to the wrap language around the actions that the child is carrying out. ‘Wow that is  a HUGE tower you have built’ or ‘CRASH your beads fell on the floor’ or when a child holds a phone and the adult models how you would answer a phone, ‘ring ring, hello’ 
The inclusion of all children through play is paramount for them to have a developed sense of wellbeing. If a child feels they can’t play the same as their friends or do what they want to do then the they are going to feel as though they are less important. It can also have a knock-on effect on to their areas of learning (AoL) because if children feel unimportant and feel as though they are different whether this be because of a physical disability or a learning difficulty then they are not likely to engage if the work or play is not accessible to them. By introducing play in the AOL then all children can access the same activities. Schools have now had wheelchaired ramps fitted so that wheel chair users or pupils who have physical disabilities can access the wood area at the back of the school or to the outdoor classroom, where they used to by left in a different class as they couldn’t access  the same resources as their friends, whilst all their peers went to the wooded outdoor class room. 
Scaffolding has become a key concept in education. It literally describes the supportive frame work provided by adults which helps assist and develop children. Heart-Mind (2014) Scaffolding was introduced by Bruner, Scaffolding was introduced in 1976 and refers to an adult observing what a child is able to do for themselves and then offering support in order for the child to complete the task or a more challenging task. Dowling (2014). Scaffolding children during play has to be done in a clever way by the adult so that the adulteration of play doesn’t happen. This is when a child’s play cycle is annihilated and the play ends because of the interference of adults (Figure 1). If you observe a child playing and they offer you the play cues to join in, then you can use this as an opportunity to enhance their play, remembering not to take over or change their ‘game’. They have invited you to play with them, so it is important not to break this. There are different ways in which a child’s play can be scaffolded. Adults can model the skill the child is trying to develop. Don’t correct the child or tell them they are doing it wrong just model it the correct way and allow the child to copy you if they want. Adults can also give clues, these don’t have to be verbal it can be as simple as a nod towards something or the use of your eyes. An example of this is was when a child was trying to stand on a broken tree branch on the floor to try and reach up on to the climbing frame in the school yard but couldn’t reach. The member of staff that was standing close by had noticed what the child was trying to achieve but didn’t want to but in and disturb his self-directed play or by embarrassing him or trying to correct what he was doing but instead she simply caught his eye contact and glanced over to a rock that was on the floor nearby. The child picked up these simple yet effective clues and understood what she was suggesting, he then rolled the rock over which allowed him to climb that bit higher to reach up on to the climbing frame.  Another way of scaffolding a child’s play is by asking questions, teachers often over hear children playing so it is possible as the adult to listen out to the places where you can take the child’s existing prior knowledge and then add some new layers to it. Whether you are offering advice or suggestions as the child the appears to be fully understanding or approaching mastery you can then [image: http://slideplayer.com/7634339/25/images/6/CHILDRENS+PLAY+AND+THE+PLAY+CYCLE+%E2%80%93+The+Play+Cycle.jpg]withdraw the support. (Heart-Mind)





Source:Mears 2011

Lev Vygotsky believed that ‘Play is an essential part of both language development and a child's understanding of the external world.  When a child is at play, he or she is in a constant dialogue either with self or others’. (Child development media, no date) Vygotsky (1934) also states that play allows children to grow socially. In play, they can learn to encounter others and learn to interact using language and role-play. The zone of proximal development was introduced by Vygotsky and it describes the difference between what a child can do without help and what they cannot do. (Reveloy, no date).Vygotsky suggests that whilst children need their friends and peers to enable them to learn and grow they also need adult interaction to enable them to fully master each skill, which can be linked with children’s play as children often learn by copying others but by allowing adults to scaffold their learning or the skill in which they are trying to master they are then entering the zone of proximal development. (edupsychology. No date) 

Section 2 
Many professional practitioners and parents are frightened by the words ‘outdoor play’ or ‘messy’ play. Many don’t understand the benefits of this type of play and the impact it has on a child’s emotional and holistic wellbeing. Many Children enjoy getting messy and having a sense of adventure as it allows them to feel free and in control of their lives as they have control over the play and what happens. In 2008 a new national play strategy was realised called fair play.  Voce (2008) specified that one of the main principles of the ‘fair play’ policy that was realised was that all children need to take risks to in enable them to manage risks. This is an essential part of children growing up. This policy also aimed to educate parents and increase people’s knowledge and understanding of the risks and benefits of play. Many practitioners believe that as a nation we have become to health and safety conscious and as a result have developed a fear of risk and adventure in case of injury and even incase people sue them for something. ‘Accidents and mistakes happen during play – but fear of litigation and prosecution has been blown out of proportion.’ H&S executives (2012). 
  ‘Play is great 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.  No child will learn about risk if they are wrapped in cotton wool’. 
                                            (Health and safety executive, 2012). 

Due to adults, whether that be parents, carer’s or professionals becoming too concerned about the risk of health and safety and not fully understanding the benefits children are then missing out on invaluable life experiences. Throughout the foundation phase teachers have been witnessed taking children out on a walk to the local park on an outdoor ‘bear hunt adventure’ but because it had been raining the previous day the path in the park was slippery, the teacher had asked one of her TA’s to stand by the path so that the pupils couldn’t access the mud the other side of the slippery path. Most of the children had brought in wellies and outdoor clothing but the teacher was so worried that they would get muddy and have a row off the parents or that they would slip and hurt themselves that she prevented all pupils from accessing the outdoor resources that were naturally available. This then contradicted the whole reason that they were going to the park as they weren’t able to go through the long grass or the squelchy mud. The benefits of outdoor play have been lost over the years as practitioners are governed by in depth risk assessments that have to cover every possible eventuality and the fear of being responsible for injury. Brussoni et al.’s (2015) found that there are multiple health benefits connected with children’s risky play outdoors including improved physical health, increased physical activity, and healthy body weight. For some children playing outdoors whilst in school is the only activity that the receive due to family situations. 
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Section 4
As a professional practitioner completing a risk assessment it is impossible to think of every possible scenario, but you must identify as many as possible to show that you have considered the risks but still feel that even after you have taken the possible risks in to consideration the activity or trip is still worth doing as the benefits out way the risk. Risk assessments are important because they allow you identify any potential risks that could cause your activity to not work or result in endangering the pupils or staff. Risk assessments that are completed by practitioners are usually completed as online or hard copies and are then submitted to their line manager or head teacher for approval. However, risk assessments can also be complete via common sense. Parents, friends and family don’t complete risk assessments when the take children for a walk to the park or to feed the ducks or even when they take their child out on a bike with out stabilizers for the first time, You just appreciate that your child is likely to fall off and graze their leg so you put long legged tracksuit bottoms on them and provide them with a helmet and allow them to try. 
When I completed my risk assessment for taking my class of 8 pupils with a wide range of special educational needs to Bikeability I considered all possible eventualities I then documented these on my risk assessment (attached above) My risk assessment shows slightly different risks than might appear on a risk assessment from a main stream class trip as I have had to take in to consideration the needs and abilities of my pupils. After considering all possible risks I felt the trip was still likely to be a success and achieve its goal of allowing them to develop them gross motor skills whilst allowing them to develop their bike riding techniques. This trip was inclusive of all my pupils due to the different range of ability bikes available. The pupils were able to use balance bikes, for those who couldn’t use pedals, there were hand bikes, tandem bikes for pupils who required support and visual staff modeling and wheel chair bikes that allowed the wheel chair user the opportunity to ride a bike which is something they thought they would never achieve.  I feel that my risk assessment covered all the potential risks and meant that an enjoyable trip could be had by all. If I was to run this activity again, I would send letters home and ask parents to send pupils in with hat, scarf and gloves as well as their coats as it was colder than expected when we got there as it was the middle of January and the pupils were exposed to the elements with no shelter. I would also ask parents to send it sports bottles for us to take with us as there are no facilities there to provide the pupils with beverages.
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Ex
Ref Hazard / Task / Activity Persons at Risk Existing Controls Describe Any Further Actions | Action By
Controls / Actions Needed | By Whom | When
Area of Concern
Pupils losing group or absconding Pupils Staff work 1:2 A member of staff located at the | Trip leader 19 Jan
entrance to the site
1 (teacher or
level 4)
Extreme or moderate behaviours or Pupils, school staff, venue | Staff to diffuse instances of aggressive | All staff MAPA or MAPA “All staff 19% Jan
upset of pupils. staff behaviour where possible. advanced trained.
2
Injury may occur from falling off the Pupils or staff Ensure helmets are worn and bikes are | Helmets are provided and fitted Staff and 19 Jan
bikes or injuries from exercising 1mu5cle¥ an appropriate size and ability for the by trained staff at the venue. venue staff.
3 ligament or bone- tear, strain o break) child.
Soiled or wet clothing Pupils “All pupils will be toileted before leaving | Staff will take a variety of spare | All staff 19% Jan
and upon returning to school as there | underwear and bottoms should
a are no tolets at venue. an accident occur aswell as PPE.
(Gloves, bags, conti wipe)
Medical situations or emergencies. Pupils, staff Check all pupil's health care plansand | Asit's a small venue, 1 member | Teacheror | 15% Jan
(Epileptic seizures, diabetic sugar levels, take them with. Ensure that any of staff to be responsible for levela.
5 | antibiotics due etc) medication or emergency medication | collecting and distributing the
that maybe needed are taken. meds although all staff should be
aware of pupils who have
medical problems.
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