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1. Commitment

Lanesfield staff will refer to this play IaoiLcH in all decisions that affect children’s Ialay. Our school
is committed to Iamvidmg the strategic and opzratwnal lzadzr‘sth needed to Iamw‘dz and maintain
q,uaLLtH PLG“H provision forall of our children. At Lanesfield Pn;ma,ry School we recognise our
mspmsLbLLLtH to-ensure that our children enjoy their IaLa,H feelmg safe, secure and experience a
social and IaLQascmt experience when accessing school grounds.

2. Rationale

Lanesfield believes that all children will have endless opportunities antud,mg bztn,g able to IaLaH
which allows them to exptom, maanu[ate, experience and affect their environment. We believe Ialay
provision should he Welcommg and accessible to every child, irrespective of gender, sexual
orientation, economic or social circumstances, ethnic or cultural backgmnd or origin, or individual

ahilities to in still the b,Q,LLQf that any tthg is Ia@sstb[z.

The OPAL Primary Programme rationale is that “belter; more active and crealive
/a/a\yfz/nej can mean /La/a/w'e/“ and healthier children, and /Lcwz'/zy /La/a/w'e/j healthier;
more active children ajw/{y results in a more jpositive altitude to /ea/m‘/zjl in
schovt, with more effective classroom lessons, less staff lime seent resotl ving
unnecessary behavioural /a/vwe/nj, fewer/a/ayz‘é/ne accidents, /za/a/aée/* staff and a
healthier atfitude tolfe.

3. Definition and value of ptay

Play is defined as a protess that is Lntn;nchaLLH motivated, directed by the child and freely chosen
b,y the child. PLay has its own value and Iamvtdes its own purpose. It may or may not invoive
equipment or other Iaeop[e.

Lanesfield helieves /O'LO“H has many benefits, LrLcLudLng :

o Pla,y is critical to- children’s health and WQLLbZLrLg, and essential for their phycha,L, emotional,
sotial, serttuaL and intellectual devetopmp,nt.

o Play enahbles children to- demonstrate their curiosity and creativity through exlalonng the
p,hy sical and sotial environment, as well as different concepts and ideas.

o Pla,y enhances children’s self -esteem, integrity and their und@r'sta,n,dmg of others thrmj,gh
freely chosen sotial interactions, within peer groups, with individuals, and within groups of
different ages, ahilities, interests, gendp,rs, ethnicities and cultures.

o PLaH requires ongoing communication and negotiation skills, o,rw,bltng children to devetop a
balance between their rLght to-act fro,ely and their responsLbLLLtizs to- others another opportunity
to- demonstrate integrity .

o Play enables children to experience a wide range of emotions and dzvetap their a,b,L[LtH to cope
with these, LrLcLu,cLLng sadness and h,a.f),funzss, rejection and acceptance, frustration and
achievement, boredom and fascination, fear and confidence. All these emotions allow- children
to- understand how- to- build resilience.

o Play encourages self-confidence and the ab,L[LtH to- make choices, Io,rthQ,m, solve and to- show~

creativity.



o Play maintains children’s openness to lza,mmg, dzvzéops their capabLLLtLes and allows them to
show~ a.sp(.ra,ti.on and push the boundaries of what thzy can achieve.

L. Aims
In relation to Ialay at Lanesfield we aim to-

e [nsure p[ay settings prcrvid,e a varied, chalengLng and sth,uLathg environment.

Allow- children to take risks and use a common-sense a.lalo,roach to- the management of these

risks and their benefits.

Provide opportunities for children tor develop their re[attonshtps with each other:

Enable children to d,evetop respect for their sumundmgs and each other:

Aid children’s Iahystcal, emotional, social, san;tua.L and intellectual dp,vetopmnt.

Provide a range of environments that will encournge children to ex,alom and Iatay

imaginati VQLH )

o Provide a range of environments that will support children’s lzam'mg across the curriculum
and Leammg about the world around them.

e Promote Lndp.pando,noa and teamwork within children.

e Build emotional and Iahy sical resilience

o Jo improve the lives of the children when in school and in the future through endless
opportunities rzgard&ss of ba,c/cgmund or circumstance.

5. Rights

Our sl:cghovt recognises the UN Convention on the Rl;ghts of the Child, which includes the n‘ght to-
play, recreation and leisure (Article 31) and the right of children to-be listened toon matters
important to them (Article 12). We ac/crwwizd.ge that we have a cLu,ty to- take these ri,gh,ts serimsly
and listen to children’s views on their Iatay. We will dothis thro'u,gh, the use of school surveys and
school council to support the children's hap,amp,ss at lunchtimes thraugh OPAL and allow them to
feel t/uay can use their creativity and aspirations for their lunchtime Ia[ay.

6. Benefit and risk
‘Ptay is great for children's WQ,U,b,Q,Ln,g and d,QVQLopmmt. When IaLarang and
IOIO’V‘Ld,Lng Ialay opportunities, the goa[ is not to-eliminate risk, but to WQ,Lgh, up
the risks and henefits. No child will learn about risk if thzy are mlalaed in
cotton wool.’
/V\a,nagmg Risk in Play Provision: An /mpl@mntatwn Guide ( PLO,H Sa,fety Forum,
2012)

Lanesfield will use the Health and Sa.feti./ Executive guLdanm document Children's PLaJ:/ and leisure
s Promoting a Balanced Approuch (SepbzmerZOIZ) as the principal value statement informing its
approuch to- managing risk in play (See Appendix 1). In doing so, the school will adopt a risk-
henefit aplaroach as detailed in /V\a,n,agtng Risk in /DLCLH Provision: An /mptemntatwn Guide ( P[,CLH
Safety Forum, 2012).



Rlec-ta,/ang is an essential feature of play provision and of all environments in which children
lzgtttmtely spzrui time at Ialay. Pla,y provision aims to offer children the chance to-encounter
acco,lata,/a/p, risks as part o a sth,uLathg, chaUzngLng and m,anaged, PLU«H environment. As outlined
in the play sector publication Best PLaH', play provision should aim to 'manage the balance hetween
the need to- offer risk and the need to /@Qp children and young Io,eoplz safe from harm'.

In addition to standard ris/c-bp,nzﬂt assessments the school will Iaracthe dgnamtc risk managemznt
with children, encournging them to Ld,o,nthH and manage risks in an environment where adults are
Iaro,sent tor support them.

/. Supe.rvtswn

The law requires that children in school have supervision but for primary school IO'LG'H times there
are no stated ratios. Durtng the school day there should be one or more adults present outdoors.
The school recognises OPAL's three models of supervision.: Direct, Remote and Ranging. Exce,at for
new- children in reception, whose skills and orientation in the school environment need to- be
assessed, the school does not believe direct supervision is fw'ssLblz or beneficial. Su,pervisors will
use ranging and remote supervision models, so that children can q,u,Lc/dH find an adult and adults
can ,cw,troi Large sifes to-gain an awareness of the kinds of p[ay and levels of risk LL/ozLy to- be
errw:qtng.

Direct Su,pzrviswn: This is where the supervisors will be able to- see all areas of Io,[a,y, and he
rvaarby, around a maximum of 20 metres away.

Remote Su,perviswn: This is where a SUPRrVLSOT 0T SUPRIVISOTS are located at a rz[a.tLveLy static
location at a good vantage point some distance from an activity (in the middle of the field).
Rang«;ng Su.fmrvui,on: This is where the SUpervisor moves around the p[ay area, u,suaL[H on a set
course/ schedule.

F oiLcrwtng the OPAL guLd,a,rLce we will IaLa,n, accmdmgly to- support the appropriate supervision for
each activity ta,/cmg pLo,ce in and around cLLLn;ng lunchtimes.

At Lanesfield we have a Louge outdoor site, where different levels of supervision are requtred. The
distance from Iau,pL[s is dz,ozndznt on the activity.
Direct Sulozrvism is req,utred for:

o The CLLmbLng Wall

e The DART cLLmb,Lng activity

e The A-Frame
e The cage with 12 children as a maximum Ialay ing a contact game (haskethall, fcmtb,all,
nethall)

Remote supervision is req,utred for:

e The cLLmbLng troil on the grass, which may he wsed by all children

Ajdeye/apmmbandmajg‘/a/%/mméedﬂzwywdanQMﬂ%efmm wz'//.éeer/aa/zdea/.

8. The adult's rote. tn. play

Lanesfield will /wlla children maximise the henefits thp,y can gain from ptay by the provision of
trained staff who are informed by and work in accordance with the PLaywoﬁc Prmci,ptes ( Aplaemd,‘ux
2). Al staff will use and refer to these prmctptes when appropriate inferventions are needed, and
uLth,a,tQ,LH will strive for fa,cLLLta.thg an environment that nurtures children’s self -directed Ialay and
cu,r'w'SLty.



The play workers core function is to-create an environment that will stimulate children's Ialay and
maximise their opportunities fora wide range of PLO“H experiences. A skilled and exlaeriznced

IaLa,H worker is capab[z of erm;chmg the child's /aLay experience bhoth in terms of the dasign, and
resources of the phy sical environment and in terms of the attitudes and culture fostered within the
p[ay setting. Ptay workers are a channel of access tonew- materials and tools and t/my can act as a
stimulus to children tO'exIaLom and learn. 77123 are alsoavailable to participate in the Ialay if
invited.

9. Equality and diversity

Through lo,rthdLrLg a rich Iatay of fer meeting every child's needs we will ensure all
children, regardtess of age, 9Q,de,Q,f", roce, d,Lsa,bLLLty or other slaecLaL needs, can
dzvz[op and thrive, build strong rzLo,tLO'rthlas and enjoy school.

Please also refer to our qualtty information pubLLcatLon

10. Environment

We believe that a rich Ialay setting should ensure that all children have access to
sthuLatmg environments that are free from unaccelatab,& oT" unnecessary risks and
thzro,b,y offer children the opportunity tO'Q,x,o,LorQ for themselves through their freely
chosen play.

We will strive to conthuaLLH improve the q,uaLLtH and d,va,rsLtH of our school's
grounds to-enhance play. We will use the document Best Play' to- quide us on what
a q,u,aLLty IaLa,y environment should contain.

Wwwfro,epLo,y network. org. uk/ pu,bs / bo,stplay . Ip,céf

Apfmnd,i,x !


http://www.freeplaynetwork.org.uk/pubs/bestplay.pdf

Health and Safety
Executive

CHILDREN'’S PLAY AND LEISURE — PROMOTING A BALANCED
APPROACH

1. Health and safety laws and regulations are sometimes presented as a reason why certain
play and leisure activities undertaken by children and young people should be discouraged.
The reasons for this misunderstanding are many and varied. They include fears of litigation
or criminal prosecution because even the most trivial risk has not been removed. There can
be frustration with the amounts of paperwork involved, and misunderstanding about what
needs to be done to control significant risks.

2. The purpose of this statement is to give clear messages which tackle these
misunderstandings. In this statement, HSE makes clear that, as a regulator, it recognises the
benefits of allowing children and young people of all ages and abilities to have challenging
play opportunities.

3. HSE fully supports the provision of play for all children in a variety of environments. HSE
understands and accepts that this means children will often be exposed to play
environments which, whilst well-managed, carry a degree of risk and sometimes potential
danger.

4. HSE wants to make sure that mistaken health and safety concerns do not create sterile play
environments that lack challenge and so prevent children from expanding their learning and
stretching their abilities.

5. This statement provides all those with a stake in encouraging children to play with a clear
picture of HSE’s perspective on these issues. HSE wants to encourage a focus on the sensible
and proportionate control of real risks® and not on unnecessary paperwork. HSE’s primary
interest is in real risks arising from serious breaches of the law and our investigations are
targeted at these issues.

Recognising the benefits of play

Key message: ‘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 woo!’.

6. HSE fully recognises that play brings the world to life for children. It provides for an
exploration and understanding of their abilities; helps them to learn and develop; and
exposes them to the realities of the world in which they will live, which is a world not free
from risk but rather one where risk is ever present. The opportunity for play develops a
child’s risk awareness and prepares them for their future lives.

1 The Courts have made clear that when health and safety law refers to ‘risks’, it is not contemplating risks that are trivial or fanciful. It is not
the purpose to impose burdens on employers that are wholly unreasonable (R v Chargot (2009) 2 All ER 660 [27])



7. Striking the right balance between protecting children from the most serious risks and
allowing them to reap the benefits of play is not always easy. It is not about eliminating risk.
Nor is it about complicated methods of calculating risks or benefits. In essence, play is a safe
and beneficial activity. Sensible adult judgements are all that is generally required to derive
the best benefits to children whilst ensuring that they are not exposed to unnecessary risk.
In making these judgements, industry standards such as EN 1176 offer bench marks that can
help.

8. Striking the right balance does mean:

*  Weighing up risks and benefits when designing and providing play opportunities and
activities

*  Focussing on and controlling the most serious risks, and those that are not beneficial
to the play activity or foreseeable by the user

* Recognising that the introduction of risk might form part of play opportunities and
activity

* Understanding that the purpose of risk control is not the elimination of all risk, and so
accepting that the possibility of even serious or life-threatening injuries cannot be
eliminated, though it should be managed

* Ensuring that the benefits of play are experienced to the full
9. Striking the right balance does not mean:

*  All risks must be eliminated or continually reduced

* Every aspect of play provision must be set out in copious paperwork as part of a
misguided security blanket

* Detailed assessments aimed at high-risk play activities are used for low-risk activities

* Ignoring risks that are not beneficial or integral to the play activity, such as those
introduced through poor maintenance of equipment

* Mistakes and accidents will not happen

What parents and society should expect from play providers

Key message: ‘Those providing play opportunities should focus on controlling the real
risks, while securing or increasing the benefits — not on the paperwork’.

10. Play providers? should use their own judgement and expertise as well as, where appropriate,
the judgement of others, to ensure that the assessments and controls proposed are
proportionate to the risks involved.

11.They should communicate what these controls are, why they are necessary and so ensure
everyone focuses on the important risks.

2 Play providers include those managing or providing play facilities or activities in parks, green spaces, adventure
playgrounds, holiday playschemes, schools, youth clubs, family entertainment centres and childcare provision.



12.1tis important that providers’ arrangements ensure that:

* The beneficial aspects of play - and the exposure of children to a level of risk and
challenge - are not unnecessarily reduced

* Assessment and judgement focuses on the real risks, not the trivial and fanciful O
Controls are proportionate and so reflect the level of risk

13.To help with controlling risks sensibly and proportionately, the play sector has produced the
publication Managing Risk in Play Provision: Implementation Guide which provides
guidance on managing the risks in play. The approach in this guidance is that risks and
benefits are considered alongside each other in a risk-benefit assessment. This includes an
assessment of the risks which, while taking into account the benefits of the activity, ensures
that any precautions are practicable and proportionate and reflect the level of risk. HSE
supports this guidance, as a sensible approach to risk management.

If things go wrong

Key message: ‘Accidents and mistakes happen during play — but fear of litigation and
prosecution has been blown out of proportion.’

14. Play providers are expected to deal with risk responsibly, sensibly and proportionately. In
practice, serious accidents of any kind are very unlikely. On the rare occasions when things
go wrong, it is important to know how to respond to the incident properly and to conduct a
balanced, transparent review.

15.1n the case of the most serious failures of duty, prosecution rightly remains a possibility, and
cannot be entirely ruled out. However, this possibility does not mean that play providers
should eliminate even the most trivial of risks. Provided sensible and proportionate steps
have been taken, it is highly unlikely there would be any breach of health and safety law
involved, or that it would be in the public interest to bring a prosecution.

September 2012

Apfmnd,i,x 2 s PLanka Pri,n,c'Lptes
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Introduction

We have produced four playwork guides,
creatively titled volume 1, 2,3 and 4, as a
collection of resources for all those who work
primarily or as a part of their role with playing
children. Equally, those not working with playing
children but fascinated by children’s play and
wanting to learn more may also find them of
interest.
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The playwork guides introduce and explore
some of the core theories, concepts, ideas and
practices that are at the heart of working with
playing children. The guides are by no means an
exhaustive account. Children and their play are
complex, as are the multiple ways we can work
with their play, so there is always much more to
learn.

In preparation for working with playing
children, the guides begin with Volume 1,
taking a look at some of the theories that
influence the way adults understand children,
the role of play and childhood, as well as the




ethics of working with playing children. Having
developed some foundational understanding,
Volume 2 explores the multiple ways those
working with playing children can create or
enhance environments so that they are fit for
play, and at practices for directly supporting
playing children. Following this, Volume 3

looks at planning, setting up and managing a
staffed play project, whilst Volume 4 deals in
more depth with issues related to the
management of staff and working with other
adults.

Throughout these guides we use the terms
playwork and playworkers. Playwork might best
be understood as the art of working with playing
children. Playwork is a sensitive and reflective
role that values play for its own sake, not just as
a means to an end. Playwork is both child-
centred and play centred, focused on enabling
children to direct their own play experiences and
tries to ensure play is the central concern of the
adultchild relationship.

Playwork seeks to create environments that are
suitable for good quality playing to happen and
attempts to reduce any power imbalance
between children and adults, aiming to create a
parallel working relationship as opposed to the
more common hierarchical one between adults
and children. For many, playwork is their
profession, their main work role, and their
vocation — for others it is a role they occupy as
part of other broader responsibilities. Within
these resources the term playworker applies to
all those who find themselves facilitating and
supporting children’s play.

Volume 1: Childhood, play and the
Playwork Principles provides an overview of
the professional ethics and theoretical
perspectives that underpin playwork practice and
playwork views of childhood. There is of course
much more to learn about children, play and
playwork but the contents of this volume are
essential to those thinking about working with
playing children.

The first section — Play and the Playwork
Principles (1 and 2) — explores some of the ideas,
concepts and theories of child development and
childhood that have influenced and continue to
influence understandings of children and their
play and as a result are important to those
practicing playwork.

Section two — Playwork Principles in Practice —
looks at the playwork role and how it both affects
and is affected by the environment and the
children. It considers how the play process is
given precedence and how playworkers balance
the developmental benefits of play with
children’s well-being.

Volume 2: Practicing playwork enables
those new to playwork the opportunity to
explore some of the ideas, concepts and
frameworks, and the practical application of tools
and approaches at the core of playwork practice.
Section one considers concepts such as
affordance and the affective environment, which
enable those practicing playwork to identify,
create or enhance places for playing.

Bob Hughes, a lead scholar and practitioner in
the field of playwork is then introduced along
with his taxonomy of play types and his ideas
about play mechanisms. This is valuable for
appreciating the various forms and combination
of forms play can take but also in developing a
shared language through which to talk about
children’s play. We also explore his playwork
curriculum, a useful framework for thinking
about the scope of opportunities for playing that
those practicing playwork should offer.

Having looked extensively at indirect work with
playing children in section one, section two looks
at a range of ideas that have and continue to
influence direct work with playing children. This
section will introduce Else and Sturrock’s play
cycle and accompanying intervention modes, as
well as reviewing some every day intervention
approaches. The section concludes by exploring
issues related to risk and uncertainty in children’s
play and approaches to risk assessment, chiefly
risk-benefit assessment.

Volume 3: Developing and managing a
playwork project focuses on the practicalities
of developing and managing the day-to-day
delivery of playwork provision. It is underpinned
by the Playwork Principles and produced for
those with a good understanding of play and
playwork theory and practice, focusing less on
playwork concepts and theories, and more on
the managerial duties of senior playworkers.
This volume is divided into three sections.
Section one — Planning for play — looks
specifically at the essential aspects to consider
when making preparations for a playwork
project.




Section two — Developing an organisational
framework — will help readers identify and
appreciate the role and function of policies and
procedures in supporting playwork practice,
meeting our duty of care to service users and
protecting the reputation of the organisation.
Finally, section three — Evaluating quality —
explores issues related to evaluating the quality
of play provision, looking at ways in which we can
continue to review and improve the quality of
the provision we are responsible for.

Volume 4: Managing playworkers and
working with other adults is aimed at those
with line management responsibilities for other
staff including managers and management
committees.

Section one — Taking on management
responsibilities — explores subjects including
leadership styles, creating effective environments
for teamwork, skills for managing change and
providing effective feedback.

Section two — Supporting professional
development — focuses on the essential role of
reflection, including methods and models to
support and promote reflective practice. The
section also covers mentoring, supervision and
staff appraisal.

Section three — Working with other adults —
acknowledges the importance of working with
other adults beyond the staff team. It considers a
range of associated issues from the less formal to

Section
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the formal, including the value of positive first
impressions, developing and maintaining trusting
relationships with parents and working with
other professionals.

Finally, section four — Handling conflict, criticism
and complaints — establishes why conflict may
occur and explores various styles for handling
interpersonal conflict and how self-awareness
can support effective communication.

Play is a spontaneous and active process in which
thinking, feeling and doing can flourish. When we
play, we are freed to be inventive and creative, in
the process we may change ourselves and our
view of the world. Play is important to all
children no matter what their impairments or
behaviour. The pleasure and excitement of
playing, the intensity and concentration, the
freedom to experiment, to explore and to create,
to find out how things and people work and what
we can do with them, to give the imagination
free rein, and to fill the gap between reality and
desire, all derive from the fact that in play we are
in charge. ‘Play is an innate drive’ producing a
range of flexible behaviours to cope with change
and uncertainty. Play has immediate as well as
longerterm benefits and needs to be under the
control of the child.

The Playwork Principles establish the
professional and ethical framework for playwork
and as such must be regarded as a whole. The
Principles describe what is unique about play and



playwork and provide the playwork perspective
for working with children and teenagers. They
are based on the recognition that children and
teenagers’ capacity for positive development
will be enhanced if given access to the broadest
range of environments and play opportunities®.
There are eight Principles, the first two Principles
attempt to describe what is unique about play
and its importance in children’s lives, while
Principles 3 to 8 highlight some of the most
important concerns for playworkers.

In this section we will look at some of the play
theory that informs Principles 1 and 2 before
going on to consider some of the wider issues
influencing our understanding of and practice
with playing children. Finally, we return to
Playwork Principles 3 to 8 to describe what
playworkers do, how they do it and why. We
don’t want to patronise, but this section comes
with a bit of a health warning! Section two and
volumes two, three and four are all really
accessible and readable guides, for some readers
this section may be less so.

Much of the content in this section comes from
the fields of developmental psychology, and the
sociology of childhood. For readers not used to
these areas of study, there may be a lot of new
words and ideas that take some working through.
The ideas we discuss are incredibly embedded

in the way children and childhood are
understood and provided for. It is important we
have some understanding of them, to be able to
critique them and work with others whose
practice is informed by them. That said, they can
be hard going, so, please take the time to read
them but take a break regularly and be content
to come back to give things a second read if
necessary — it’s good to do that with ideas that
are new to us.

Playwork Principle 1

All children and young people need to play.
The impulse to play is innate. Play is a
biological, psychological and social necessity,
and is fundamental to the healthy
development and well-being of individuals
and communities.

Evidence for children’s play appears in every
culture, from every part of the world and from
every period in history. Some of the earliest toys
we know of come from ancient Egypt and consist
of balls, tops and dolls. In ancient Greece both
Plato (427-348 BCE) and Aristotle (384-322 BCE)
wrote about children’s play. In the medieval
period we have the famous painting ‘Children’s
Games’ (1560) by Pieter Breugel that illustrates
nearly 80 different games, most of which are still
recognisable today. In more modern times, cross
cultural studies have found that despite varying
greatly in different cultures, ‘everywhere a child
playing is a sign of healthy development ...
Play has universal dimensions, but also
culturespecific aspects’.

The term ‘all children’ is used to mean exactly
that —there are no exceptions. To use the
definition from the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child?, it means every child
irrespective of his or her parent’s or legal
guardian’s race, colour, gender, language,
religion, political or other opinion, national,
ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth
or other status. Playworkers believe that all
children are born with the urge to play. It is an
essential characteristic and part of what makes
us who we are. Although there is much we still
have to learn about play it is certain from the
scientific evidence that it is essential for our
psychological and physical well-being. Indeed, if
play is taken away from young animals, including
human children, the effects are harmful.
Playwork is an inclusive approach that recognises
the play needs of all children. However, we know
that not all children have access to a range of
stimulating play opportunities. Children may be
marginalised or prevented from playing because
of adult fears, disability, bullying and prejudice,
conflict, abuse or isolation. It is our role to
actively support play for these children and
advocate for their right to play.

Playwork Principle 1 asserts that ‘the impulse
to play is innate’. This implies that play is
present from birth in every child and is an
essential component in our human identity.
Indeed, play appears in virtually all mammals,
and in many other animals, including birds and
fish%. Play is a biological drive, which is often
said to be intrinsically motivated®. Play is




frequently highly rewarding and pleasurable
and usually done for its own sake.
Sutton-Smith® suggests that play may have
developed in two stages. First, as a way of
reinforcing potential physical and chemical
connections in the brain that ensure the child
adapts to his or her environment. ‘Play opens
up possibilities in the brain that may be
picked up later or discarded; the important
feature is that the potential is kept alive, more
so than if play never occurred in the first
place.”

Secondly, the child deliberately introduces risks
and uncertainties to exercise control and mastery
over them. These uncertainties include both
physical and emotional aspects.

‘The importance of play lies with developing

emotional flexibility by rehearsing the
emotional aspect of being surprised or
temporarily disorientated or unbalanced — that
is by playing in a relatively safe context,
emotions are modulated in play by the frame
in which play occurs and the lack of serious
consequences from losing control’.2

Play is an ambiguous behaviour. We have all
played (and continue to play). There are many
competing theories and opposing views on its
role in human evolution and development. Play
encompasses multiple areas of children’s lives. It
is difficult to separate this out and identify
particular benefits to the child from a specific act
of play. This may be because play’s role ‘is likely
to be multifaceted, variable and often involve
complex, indirect and subtle processes™.

Nevertheless, play is essential for children’s
development in three broad areas — biological,
psychological and social growth. Brown? lists
nine generally accepted categories of benefits,
which include:

* cognitive development
» creativity and problem solving
* emotional stability and coping with anxiety

+ flexibility and the opportunity to test out new

behaviour

» freedom to explore, experiment and act
independently

» arousal seeking, fun and enjoyment

» physical activity, co-ordination and the

development of motor skills

» self-discovery and the development of
identity

« socialisation and social interaction.

Play in the here and now

For many years the traditional way of thinking
about these benefits was to list ways they would
be helpful when the child became an adult. The
difficulty with this approach is that the scientific
evidence for any delayed benefits of play is
scarce. More recently, many writers'! have
suggested that play may not necessarily prepare
the child to become a better adult, ‘rather the
benefits of playing in the present moment
help to make a better child’*. In other words,
play has immediate benefits for the child and is
primarily about the ‘here and now’. Experiences
in play influence us in the moment and from
moment

to moment, they enrich our lives and enable us
to express and refine our emerging capabilities.
Those experiences are also likely to influence
our journey through growth and development,
however direct links between what children
play and what adults they become are almost
impossible to establish.

In comparison with other mammals, human
development from infancy to adulthood occurs
over a long time period. Lester and Russell
suggest this offers us the opportunity to
experiment with and explore a wide range of
behaviours and responses essential for coping
with complex environments. Skills can be
practiced, expressed and refined, with
knowledge and emotions developed, safe from
the consequences of the real world. Play allows
us a flexible range of behaviour to cope with
change and uncertainty®. It might be thought
of as ‘training for the unexpected’*.




Play is essential for the well-being of individuals.
Play allows children opportunities to deal with
difficult emotions and overcome stress and
painful feelings. Play also builds physical
development, dexterity and motor skills. In
addition to traditional objective measures of
well-being, such as physical and mental health,
Lester and Russell*> note that well-being
encompasses three broad subjective areas:

* emotional well-being or satisfaction and
happiness with life

* psychological well-being or a positive sense
of self and purpose

» social well-being or the quality of
relationships, belonging, acceptance and

participation.

These areas focus on the current lives of children
and the quality of their childhoods in the present
— as well as their future development. This
reinforces the notion that play impacts on
children’s lives in the here and now, and is an
essential component in their physical, emotional
and social lives.

Finally, Playwork Principle 1 suggests that play is
essential for healthy communities. Children who
experience everyday life in their own community
have a greater sense of connection and this in
turn increases neighbourliness®. Children’s play
can improve community spirit, reduce social
isolation and make communities more desirable
to live in. However, in recent times the number
of children playing out has declined and their
independent mobility reduced. Children who
travel to school in a car are more likely to
overestimate threats such as strangers and
crime?. Healthy communities are also essential
for children’s well-being. Public space offers
opportunities for children to build social
networks and to escape adult supervision?®,

Playwork Principle 2

Play is a process that is freely chosen,
personally directed and intrinsically motivated.
That is, children and young people determine
and control the content and intent of their
play, by following their own instincts, ideas

and interests, in their own way for their own
reasons.

A characteristic of play that often troubles adults
is that the end product of play is not especially
important to the child who is playing. Adults tend
to prefer processes that evidently demonstrate
cause and effect®. However, play doesn’t usually
have set goals — instead it is a process defined by
how it is done rather than what is done. For
example, it’s not unusual to observe children
spending many hours planning and organising a
den only for it to be abandoned when it’s
complete. For the child, play is about the
moment. Failure to appreciate that in play,
process is more important than product, can lead
us to being overly ‘precious’ and reluctant to
accept change.

Playwork Principle 2 is arguably the most
influential and is based on a definition of play
developed by Bob Hughes. At the heart of this
definition is the assertion that ‘play is freely
chosen, personally directed, and intrinsically
motivated’.

"Freely chosen’ means that children should be
able to make choices without pressure to
conform or to participate and that those choices
should be their own, and free from interference
or manipulation®, ‘Personally directed’ means
that the child controls how the play happens.
‘Play relates only to first-hand interaction. It is
neither overtly taught, nor demonstrated’.
Play is not purely an individual or selfish pursuit
though.

In play children will compromise and regularly be
observed engaging in play with playmates where
they are not perhaps playing the role they would
have preferred. In these cases, there is some
mutual consensus achieved amongst the players,
equally a player may just submit to the will of
another at times, perhaps it is better to play
someone else’s game than play no game at all
sometimes? As playworkers we might keep a
watchful eye on these aspects of play and try to
ensure there are opportunities where all children
can have freedom of choice and personal
direction as much as they need.

Play is its own reward and needs no external
goals. Children play to have fun. Not for any




practical reason or overt developmental benefit.
The drive to play comes from within, although it
might be triggered by any number of different
stimuli in the environment. ‘This appreciation
of play as a constant seeking out of stimuli
that are personally relevant suggests that
play is intrinsic, that is, it arises from
motivations and urges to engage with the
environment, an appetite for seeking out
emotionally rewarding experiences’?. Play is
characterised by how a child behaves rather than
what they do.

Taken together Playwork Principles 1 and 2
establish what we believe about play and how
and why children engage in it. In the following
section we will explore some of the ideas,
concepts and theories about child development
and about childhood that have influenced and
continue to influence our understanding of
children and their play and as a result are
important to those practicing playwork.
Following this, we will return to the Playwork
Principles and consider Principles 3 to 8, which
look at what is special about playwork and what
playworkers do.

that play is fundamental to healthy development.
The term ‘human development’ refers to the
process by which we grow and change
throughout our lifetime?. These changes are
most dramatic during prenatal development,
infancy and childhood, and consequently most
theories of development are also theories of
child development. Until comparatively recently
the study of the child has been dominated by
developmental psychology?.

In this section we outline some of the most
influential theories of human development as
well as some other more recent alternative
approaches. Inevitably, there are too many
competing theories to cover them all in this
section, so the selection is limited to a small
number of key theorists, theories and ideas that
have been of significant influence and have
demonstrated a significant interest in children’s
play.

Of course, this does not mean adopting — fully or
partially — any of these theories without careful
consideration and reflection. Studying these
developmental theories can broaden our view of

The playing child: developmentalism and beyond

The Playwork Principles make it clear that
‘children and young people’s capacity for
positive development will be enhanced if
given access to the broadest range of
environments and play opportunities’ and

children’s development and encourage us to
adopt a more interdisciplinary approach to play.
It also provides a greater insight of the thinking
behind many other professions that work with
children. To reflect on our own practice as well as




to engage in debate and advocacy effectively we
need to understand the positions of others who
work with children in different ways and from
different perspectives.

Attachment theory

Bowlby (1907-1990) thought that to thrive
emotionally children need a close and continuous
caregiving relationship?. This emotional bond
was at least as important as nutrition and shelter.
Recent studies have shown that secure
attachments, where caregivers respond
consistently in comforting ways, contribute to
healthy brain development and in particular to
the area of the brain most responsible for
emotional regulation and resilience?’. Other
studies have found that secure emotional
attachments have consequences for the ability to
show empathy and form friendships with others?
as well as general playfulness?.

Attachment and play

Bowlby?® himself asserted that exploration,
competent play and environmental mastery
could only occur when the child feels securely
attached. Creasey and Jarvis®* describe how, in
theory, a child with insecure attachments would
be less inclined to explore their environment,
which in turn could lead to less interest in play
materials, less competent object play, and less
initiation of social play. However, they remind us
that Bowlby viewed exploration and play as
outcomes rather than precursors of secure
attachment relationships.

Howard and Mclnnes® describe how play
contributes to the healthy development of early
attachment bonds, for example, through the first
games between the child and their primary carer
— usually their mother — such as peek-a-boo or
tickling games. These provide a secure base from
which children can explore the world around
them. Coplan et al® reported that young children
who have secure attachments are likely to have
more elaborate play styles, more positive social
engagement, and less behavioural inhibition than
those having insecure attachment relationships.
Moreover, as they developed, these secure
children were more likely to engage in social

play.

In their overview of contemporary views on play,
Lester and Russell** state that from an early age
play becomes an important process for the
development of self-other differentiation and
attributing value to verbal and non-verbal
communication. Ultimately, it becomes essential
for the ability to understand one’s own and
others’ feelings. This capacity to regulate
emotions and any attendant behaviour has
lifelong consequences.

Criticism

Bowlby’s work has been criticised for being based
on a narrow section of the population and for
concentrating on the mother as the primary
caregiver. Other cultures have different child
rearing practices often where a network of
adults, such as extended families, provides for
the child.

Although generally supportive of the

theory, Pendry®* writes that attachment

may also be affected by the child’s
temperament and personality traits.

Theories of personality
development

Sigmund Freud

Psychoanalytical theories derive from the early
work of Freud (1856-1939). Freud’s work
influenced many eminent psychologists including
Anna Freud, Melanie Klein, Carl Jung, Erik
Erikson, and Donald Winnicott. Freud claimed
that development occurs as the individual goes
through several psychosexual stages. Human
behaviour results from the struggle to balance
the demands of the pleasure-seeking part of our
personality —the ‘id’ — with the part responsible
for the conscience and our parental and societal
moral standards — the ‘superego’. These
competing demands are balanced and discharged
in realistic and appropriate ways by the third
element of personality — the ‘ego’.

Freud and play

Freud?® was interested in many aspects of human
behaviour including children’s play. For Freud,
play was a means of expressing and working out




negative emotions, proposing play is used by
children for three different reasons:

«  Reconciliation — play is a means of coming
to terms with traumatic events

o Gratification — play is used to satisfy

libidinous desires

« Aspiration — play enables us to achieve wish
fulfilment. Through play we can alter reality

into something we wish we were

*  Repetition — playing through a situation
again and again is especially important as it
allows problems to be resolved and control

gained over troubling feelings.

Eric Erikson

Eric Erikson (1902-1994) was greatly influenced
by Freud and like him believed that humans
develop in stages. However, unlike Freud, Erikson
thought people continued to develop throughout
their lives. Erikson’s ideas are drawn from both
the child’s early psychological development, and
their social interaction with the environment®’.
There are eight stages to his theory of
development that go right across the life span.
According to Erikson, a person’s sense of self
(ego), develops by successfully resolving
particular ‘crises’ or stages experienced
throughout their life. ‘Crises’ are the results of
the interaction between the developing
individual and the demands, expectations and
attitudes from important people in the
immediate environment. Erikson considered
these crises psychosocial, in other words, they
involve conflict between the person’s
psychological needs and the needs of society.
Solving these crises at each stage encourages
healthy development and learning, although the
specific solutions depend on the child’s
upbringing, the demands of the environment,
and the child’s own contributions.

Throughout childhood, children must navigate
crises of Trust vs. Mistrust, Autonomy vs.
Shame and Doubt, Initiative vs. Guilt, Industry
vs. Inferiority and Identity vs. Role Confusion
and through adulthood, Intimacy vs. Isolation,
Generativity vs. Stagnation and finally, Integrity
vs. Despair.

Erikson and play

Erikson gave considerable importance to play for
children’s development because play provides a
socially acceptable outlet for unconscious
motives and instincts3%. Through play children can
achieve control over experiences that may be
painful to them or threaten their sense of self
(ego) — they can play out concerns and wishes
and so come to terms with the demands of their
social environment. Consequently, by observing
children at play Erikson believed it was possible
to learn about children’s concerns.

Erikson* believed that play developed in three
phases:

1. First and beginning at birth, children play
with their senses and their body, such as
exploring their fingers and toes. Erikson
called this ‘autocosmic’ play. This play
consists of repetitive actions and
vocalisations. Children also play with the
available people, for example, by practicing a
playful cry to see what will make their
mother reappear.

2. In the second stage as a young toddler,
children begin to use small toys. By projecting
their feelings onto their toys they begin to
gain mastery over their experiences. Erikson
calls this stage the ‘microsphere’.

3. Finally, at nursery-school age, children learn
to play with other children and are better
able to deal with social demands. Through
play and games with their peers they develop
a shared view of the world. Erikson calls this

stage the ‘macrosphere’.

Each stage incorporates the previous one, so, for
example, the third stage — the macrosphere —
contains elements of the previous two —the
microsphere and autocosmic play. Each of these
stages — mastery over one’s body, mastery of
objects, and mastery in social interactions —
develops the child’s ego and enables them to
achieve mastery. Erikson proposed that
‘children’s play is the infantile form of the
human ability to deal with experience by




creating model situations and to master
reality by experiment and planning’.

Criticisms

While offering a comprehensive theory Erikson
has been criticised for being vague about the
causes of development. For example, Shaffer*
asks, ‘What kinds of experiences must a child
have to develop autonomy as a toddler?’ It is
not clear. Erikson is not very explicit about this
type of issue and instead offers a descriptive
rather than an explanatory view of human social
and emotional development. Gilligan“? criticised
Erikson for portraying a masculine psychology

and failing to include different patterns for the
development for girls and women. She argues
that his model presumes as normal the values of
European males. Weeber*® describes how
childhood disability challenges the assumed
normality of Erikson’s model of development.
Linking physical mastery to psychosocial
development is problematic for disabled
children and adults who may never achieve such
mastery.

Theories of cognitive
development

Cognition involves sensation, perception,
imagery, retention, recall, problem solving,
reasoning, and thinking*. Here, we will look at
both Piaget’s cognitive development theory and
Vygotsky’s socio-cultural cognitive theory. Each
theory has had a significant influence on the way
we understand children’s cognitive development
and children’s play.

Jean Piaget
Piaget’s (1896-1980) ideas have been extremely

influential, and his theory has become the
dominant voice in minority world education and
childcare. The basis of his theory was that
children construct their own knowledge

in response to their experiences. He thought
children were intrinsically motivated to learn
and so could learn many things without adult
intervention. Piaget referred to the process of
cognitive development as adaptation.
Adaptation consists of three processes:
assimilation, accommodation and equilibration.
Assimilation is the process of taking in new
information or experiences and fitting them
into existing ideas. In other words, when a child




is faced with new information, they make sense
of it by referring to what they already know.
Accommodation, on the other hand, is where
there is a mismatch between the child’s existing
knowledge and the new information, so that they
must change or adapt their thinking to
incorporate the new experience. For example, a
young toddler sat at the dinner table suddenly
becomes upset and turns their head away when
given a dessert of ice cream and tinned peaches.
When asked why, the child tells their mother
they don’t want to eat goldfish! The child is
assimilating by placing this new experience into
an existing way of thinking or group of thoughts
(that all small slimy orange things are goldfish).
When reassured by their mother that tinned
peaches

are fruit like apples and bananas the child
modifies or accommodates their thinking to fit
this new experience.

Equilibration refers to the process of balancing
(achieving equilibrium) the need to assimilate
new information with the process of starting over
with new ways of understanding to
accommodate information that doesn’t fit in.
Piaget believed that equilibrium was a self-
regulating process so that adaptation wasn’t
dominated by either assimilation or
accommodation. ‘Adaptation is an equilibrium
between assimilation and accommodation’.

Piaget* argued that there was a natural
sequence of development of thought that
children must pass through. Children had to be at
a particular stage to learn new concepts, as such,
for Piaget development leads learning.

He outlined the following stages of cognitive
development:

¢ The Sensorimotor Stage —from birth to
approximately two years. Throughout this
stage children’s senses and reflexes develop
rapidly and they learn about their bodies and
their immediate environment, commonly
through trial and error. Towards the end of
this stage children realise that objects can
exist separately from themselves — often

referred to as ‘object permanence’.

* The Preoperational Stage —from two to
seven years. A key feature of this stage is
children’s language development. Children at
this stage are egocentric — that is, they are
unable to see a situation from someone else’s
point of view and assume that other people
experience the same thoughts and feelings as
they do. At this stage children become skilled
at pretend and symbolic play and may often
believe that inanimate objects have feelings,

such as a doll or teddy bear feeling sad or

happy.

« The Concrete Operational Stage —from
7 to 12 years. Children at this stage can
reason about concrete or tangible objects
and events and can categorise similarities and
differences.

 The Formal Operational Stage —from
adolescence through adulthood. Children can
think deeply including abstractly and
hypothetically and can imagine outcomes
including the implications of their own and
others’ thinking.

Piaget asserted that all children go through each
of these stages in turn — a stage cannot be
skipped. However, he did admit that the rate
children progress through them might vary.

Piaget and play

Piaget defined play as generally pure
assimilation, that is, a process of taking in new
information and fitting it to existing ideas and
concepts about the world. ‘Play is when the
child practices an action pattern solely for the
satisfaction that lies in the feelings of mastery
based on previous experiences’¥. In Piaget’s
theory therefore, play affords pleasure and
opportunities to practice what has been learnt
but it does not contribute towards new cognitive
structures. He described play as ‘the happy
display of known actions’.

Piaget* classified play into four types, which
parallel his four stages of cognitive development:




* Practice play —enjoyment of bodily
sensations, repetition and variation of
common patterns of movement, things and
actions

« Construction play —using objects and
materials in an organised way to make

something

«  Symbolic play — substitution of real for
pretend/giving meaning to the inanimate

e Games with rules —rules, boundaries,
organisation, objectivity.

He suggested that as children develop and
exhibit more complex thinking so the complexity
of their play would also increase. The most
complex — games with rules — he believed would
increase in number with age and ‘are almost the
only ones to persist at the adult stage’. In
other words, as children develop complex
abstract thinking play would no longer be
needed.

Criticisms

Although Piaget’s ideas have been enormously
influential, they have been criticised in a number
of areas. Most significantly, researchers have
guestioned the accuracy and even the existence
of Piaget’s developmental stages. Generally,
development occurs very gradually, and Watts et
al’! note that while some theorists agree that
cognitive development occurs in a coherent
number of stages®?, others assert that
development is a much more complex process
occurring over many different areas®. Piaget’s
theory looks specifically at cognitive
development and provides little insight into
other aspects of development.

The evidence does not support Piaget’s assertion
that a child cannot master tasks in one stage until
he or she has mastered the tasks in preceding
stages. For example, researchers have found that
five to six-year olds are capable of concrete
operational thought while Piaget thought this
didn’t occur until seven to eleven years of age.

In general, Piaget underestimated the abilities of
children because his tests were sometimes
confusing for children to understand. Piaget

developed a general theory of development that
ignored individual differences and paid little
attention to cultural, situation dependent, and
social conditions. Donaldson®* however, was able
to show that when they were using more familiar
objects, children were able to demonstrate
knowledge beyond Piaget’s suggested stage.
Because Piaget defined children in terms of what
they couldn’t do in comparison to older children
his approach has been termed a deficit model
and has been especially criticised by those taking
a sociological approach to the study of childhood.
‘Sociologists of childhood criticize

psychology for its focus on documenting
age-related competencies at the expense of
investigating what it means to be a child.
They argue that the developmental
approach leads to a detached and
impoverished understanding of children’s
needs.’>

Finally, Piaget has been criticised on his view of
play. Sutton-Smith*” criticises Piaget for
suggesting that play is a function of cognition but
without explaining the nature of that function.
Sutton-Smith argues that play doesn’t simply
copy reality — it often distorts it. More generally,
Sutton-Smith proposes a much wider view with
play having its own unique form that goes
beyond just a cognitive, affective or purposeful
function. Sutton-Smith also challenges the
assertion that play becomes increasingly realistic
with general development. Instead, he asserts
that it becomes more complex and imaginative®:.

Lev Vygotsky

Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), like Piaget, believed
children actively construct their knowledge and
understanding — children are not simply passive
recipients. However, unlike Piaget, Vygotsky
stressed the importance of social processes in
learning and in particular language and the
culture surrounding the person, believing
children learn best through social interaction,
and actively learning with others allows them to
take on the values and norms of their particular
society. Unlike Piaget, Vygotsky’s theory has no
stages of development and argues that children’s
learning leads rather than follows their
development.




Vygotsky believed language was important in
developing abstract thought. Many young
children often talk to themselves in what is called
private speech during play. For example, they
might describe how they are playing with a
particular toy or give a running commentary on
their actions. Older children usually internalise
this talk although it may reappear when faced
with a challenging or difficult task. Vygotsky>®
thought that this private speech was a transition
between social speech and internal or inner
speech. It was important in the self-regulation of
behaviour and in planning and could be used to
facilitate thinking and enhance imagination.

A key concept in Vygotsky’s work is the zone

of proximal development, or ZPD. This

concept explains how a child learns with the
help of others, and, in particular, refers to the

difference between what the child can

achieve independently —their level of actual
development —and what they can achieve

with the guidance of a more knowledgeable
partner — their level of potential interaction.

To use the ZPD effectively any intervention
should be beyond a child’s existing
developmental level so that it is challenging but
not so far ahead that it is not comprehensible®.
The art of effectively supporting a child to

develop new information is often expertly done
by more knowledgeable peers but can also be
done effectively by adults and professionals that
sensitively scaffold the skills or new knowledge
through their involvement with the child. Telling
a child that has never made a cake how to do so,
is likely to be of little help. Making a cake a few
times with a child and discussing what is going on
will likely result in the child having developed the
required skills and knowledge to do so for
themselves.

Vygotsky and play

Vygotsky believed that play was enormously

influential in children’s development although
he focused his attention on make-believe and
dramatic play. Vygotsky’s work captures some

of the ambiguities and apparent contradictions
that play contains, such as the child appearing
to play freely yet submitting to the rules of the
game®., Play teaches ‘the child to guide her
behaviour not only by immediate perception
of objects or by the situation immediately
affecting her but also by the meaning of this
situation’®. Vygotsky gives the example of two
sisters playing at being sisters. Through
assuming these roles, the sisters take on the




social rules connected with being sisters and so
become socialised.

Vygotsky believed that play does facilitate
cognitive development and new learning.
However, he thought that the relationship
between play and development was indirect. He
asserts that ‘in play action is subordinated to
meaning, but in real life, of course, action
dominates meaning. Therefore, to consider
play as the prototype of a child’s everyday
activity and its predominant form is
completely incorrect’s. Nevertheless, he asserts
that ‘the child moves forward essentially
through play activity’s* and that it is the most
significant source in preschool development.

Criticisms

Vygotsky is frequently criticised for placing too
much emphasis on social learning®. Brown®
notes that ideas such as the zone of proximal
development can wrongly be used as an excuse
for adult interference in children’s play, and for
that reason the ZPD is often rejected as
representing an adult approach that is too
interventionist. Nevertheless, Brown®’
recognises that the ZPD is often the very
mechanism that enables children to learn and
develop while they are playing.

Ecological theories

Ecological theories consider the relationship
between the child and their social and physical
environment (the ecology) in which the child
develops. Human ecologists believe humans
should be studied operating in their complex
environments, and that they are subject to
similar evolutionary processes as any other
species®.

Urie Bronfenbrenner

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917-2005) is best known
for his ecological systems theory of child
development, the bioecological model.
Bronfenbrenner’s theory emphasises the
importance of environmental factors on
children’s development. He asserts that
development is the result of the mutually
dependent interactions between individuals and
their environments, that is, the environment
influences the child and the child influences the

environment. It stresses the influence of
multiple contexts or ‘layers’ on the child and
that it is important to have a broad inclusive
view of development.

The layers of the child’s ecosystem are nested
one within the other. He called them the
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and
macrosystem. Embedded at the centre is the
child with its own unique combination of
characteristics. Bronfenbrenner’s approach
dispenses with many aspects of the traditional
developmental perspective such as assumptions
about universal stages. Instead it considers child
development as a series of exchanging processes
involving the child and the environment, moving
through time®.

Bronfenbrenner and play

Goncl and Gaskins™ claim that play and its
developmental functions can best be
understood by considering some of the external
contributions to play that act upon and
structure children’s individual expression. For
example, some societies may encourage play,
adult involvement in play, have access to or
provide rich opportunities for play while others
may not. Equally, children may be denied
opportunities to play freely because they must
help their family economically, or they may be
denied because of fears about safety.

Each of these environmental factors combine to
influence the child and their opportunities for
play. Bronfenbrenner’s model would seem well
placed to represent some of this complexity.
Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner recognised that
play served to aid interpretation and
representation of the child’s socio-cultural
context. As such his ideas could be used as a lens
for reflection.

Criticism

Bronfenbrenner’s theory has generally been well
regarded but one criticism is that whilst it may
represent the complexity of real life, its very
realism means it is difficult to test scientifically.
Another criticism is that while it is adaptable and
flexible the model does not provide any
mechanism for how development occurs. It
describes ‘what’ influences the child but not
‘how’.
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dominant voice has developed from the work of
Piaget and has sometimes become known as
‘developmentalism’.

‘This view is based on the idea that childhood

is a universal experience during which all
children progress through uniform, linear and
progressive stages towards a state of
completion called adulthood’”.

From this perspective children are deficient of
the full capabilities of the developed adult, this
is often referred to as the ‘deficit’ view, where
child development represents a progression
from simplicity to complexity, and from the
irrational to the rational™. In the structured
stages of Piaget’s theory children are effectively
marginalised while they develop logical
competence and await entry into the adult
world”.

The difficulty with the strict developmentalist
approach is that it is not supported by the wider
historical, social and cultural studies’.
Increasingly, this traditional perspective has been
challenged by a more fluid and complex view of
development in which genes, and the social,
cultural, and physical environments interact with
one another?™. The relationship between these
systems is bi-directional, that is, each affects and
in turn is affected by, the others. For example,
citing a wide range of research, Diamond
suggests that what we think and feel affects how
our bodies function and how our genes are
expressed. Correspondingly, the health of our
bodies affects how we think and how our brains
work. In a similar way Rogoff’¢ has written that
we should rethink the cultural nature of human
development so that it too becomes a mutual
process. ‘People contribute to the creation of
cultural processes and cultural process
contribute to the creation of people’”. All of
these processes occur throughout human
lifetime and not just in childhood.

As the old developmentalist approaches are
challenged by more inclusive holistic views of
development it is important we adopt a similarly
wide conception of play. Children’s extended
period of immaturity allows for the opportunity
playfully to test out a whole range of different
responses to the environment. The more
complex and flexible the organism, the longer the

period of immaturity’®. During this period, genes,
hormones, neurons, maternal care, and the
physical and social environment all contribute
dynamically to produce behaviour™.

In this evolutionary developmental view, play
functions as a mechanism to ensure children are
better able to modify their behaviour and adapt
to new environments, through what Sutton-
Smith® calls ‘adaptive variability’. Adaptable and
flexible individuals are not only better able to
respond to the challenges of their environment,
over time individuals can also change and adapt
the environments in which they live?. In this way
they alter the environment for themselves and
for others in the future. In the summary of their
wideranging report Play for a Change, Lester
and Russell®? note that:

‘Contrary to the dominant belief that it is a
way of learning specific motor, cognitive or
social skills, play has an impact on the
architectural foundations of development such
as gene expression and physical and
chemical development of the brain. In turn,
these foundations influence the child’s ability
to adapt to, survive, thrive in and shape their
social and physical environments. Children’s
development and well-being cannot be
understood as separate from their
environment.’

For playworkers this reinforces the importance of
supporting the conditions that encourage
children’s flexible behaviour. In practice this
means creating flexible environments that are
adaptable and controllable by children, where
they can investigate and control their
environment; where they can meet and make
friends; where they can experiment and create
under their own terms and in their own ways. It
means recognising that play contributes towards
multiple aspects of development and that our
role as playworkers is to ensure that this process
is not compromised or taken over by other
agendas®. Ultimately, it means recognising that
play goes beyond any single aspect of
development whether physical, social or
psychological. As Sutton-Smith3* suggests, it is
essential for children’s ability to survive.




Resilience and well-being

One area that deserves further attention
concerning children’s development is how
children are often able to develop strategies to
overcome challenges and bounce back from
adversity. Why are many children able to thrive
despite growing up in difficult and threatening
circumstances?

Resilience is a complex dynamic concept often
defined as how well we respond and adapt to
events and experiences in our lives — both the
good ones, the very challenging and worrying
ones. More precisely, Rutter® defines resilience
as having a number of features including:

* Relative resistance to environmental risks
or
* The overcoming of stress or adversity or

* Arelatively good outcome despite risk

experiences.

In this way, resilience is not just social
competence or positive mental health. Resilience
can be viewed as an outcome and a process.
Resilient children are able to resist adversity,
manage and cope with uncertainty and recover
successfully from traumas®. Resilience is not a
single trait — it contains many different processes
and attributes and there are multiple pathways
to resilience?®.

Masten®® describing key lessons from recent
research on resilience, notes that resilience is
common. Indeed, all children are born with the
capacity to develop the traits commonly found in
resilient individuals: social competence, problem
solving, autonomy, and sense of purpose and
optimism?®,

‘The development of resilience is none other
than the process of healthy human
development — a dynamic process in which
personality and environmental influences
interact in a reciprocal, transactional
relationship’.

What is the relationship between resilience and
children’s play? Lester and Russell®* write that
children’s play is a mechanism for survival and
protection and offers the possibility to enhance

adaptive qualities and resilience. This can occur
because play acts across several adaptive
systems including: pleasure and enjoyment;
emotion regulation; stress response system;
attachment; and learning and creativity®2.

Lester and Russell note that while many studies
of resilience focus on severe stress and trauma,
‘the capacity to develop a resilience profile
may be established through everyday,
ordinary, mundane experiences’®. For
example, these include the pleasure and
enjoyment that play often brings and these
‘positive affects can promote resilience,
which can have lasting beneficial effects for
many emotional problems’s*. Panksepp and
Biven® note that resilience is increased by
direct physically playful engagements. They
suggest that these ‘interpersonal delights’ are
sadly neglected in traditional psychotherapy. It
is vitally important that as playworkers we
recognise and facilitate physical play of all kinds
including rough and tumble.

Significant amounts of stress such as that caused
by violence, bullying, discrimination, abuse,
poverty, excessive traffic, and over protection, all
seriously impair children’s capacity to play and
damage children’s health and well-being.




Yet in playful situations, small manageable doses
of stress and negative emotions can be beneficial
and facilitate long-term psychological resilience?®.
Play allows children to create and control a
virtual simulation of their thoughts and urges,
and in so doing enhances their adaptability and
resilience. Lester and Russell®” declare that play
deliberately introduces disorder, uncertainty and

Likely to see things from their own
perspective

» Highly responsive to any stimuli they come

across.

Children’s optimism makes them persistent,
and their egocentricity — a negative in Piaget’s

a degree of stress to triumph over it. They
emphasise that the crucial point about whether
the degree of stress leads to vulnerability or
resilience is the degree of control the child has
over it. This is a point reinforced by Brown and
Patte®® who highlight three forms of stress —
positive, tolerable and toxic. They suggest the
first two are perfectly acceptable (maybe even
beneficial), while the third, which is characterised
by children being unable to control their own
destiny, is seriously dangerous.

Not everyone agrees that children are resilient,
for example Perry®® argues that children are not
resilient but malleable. However, Hughes'®
states that these two characteristics are simply
different intensities of the same thing. Resilience
is characterised by changeability, light-
heartedness, rebound and flexibility — each of
which is also a major characteristic of the trial
and error nature of the play experience. Drawing
on Sutton-Smith®, Hughes goes on to suggest
that resilience results from children’s tendency
towards unrealistic optimism, egocentricity and
reactivity. In other words, it is a consequence of
young children usually being:

* Liable to over-estimate their abilities and
skills

scheme — means that they learn and remember
more effectively. While play has an essential
role in building children’s resilience we must
remember that:

‘These benefits arise from play’s
unpredictability, spontaneity, nonsense and
irrationality, and also from children’s sense
of control. Adults need to ensure that the
physical and social environments in which
children live are supportive of their play;
otherwise their survival, well-being and
development may be compromised.’

Lester and Russell'® note that the foundation of
resilience is a sufficient stock of ‘good things’ in
everyday life.

Conclusions and key concepts for
practice

We appreciate this first section has the potential
to be a demanding read, and to those for whom
it was a real challenge we commend your
dedication. Children are complex beings and to
oversimplify the wealth of ideas and research
available to inform us would be to diminish the
worth of children themselves. Good child centred




intuition and a play centred approach will be
fundamental to good playwork as will a sound
theoretical base.

Given the number of different approaches and
professional disciplines involved in the study of
childhood and children’s development it’s easy to
assume that there is little agreement on how
children’s development occurs, and certainly no
single accepted integrated scientific theory.
However, there have been attempts to
summarise the current state of knowledge on
children’s development. In the US in 2000 and
updated in 2012 the national advisory bodies on
science, engineering and medicine came together
to produce an interdisciplinary report outlining
the best available knowledge. Entitled From
Neurons to Neighborhoods* it reported the
following key concepts about human
development:

* Human development is shaped by a dynamic
and continuous interaction between biology
and experience

* Culture influences every aspect of human
development

» Self-regulation is a cornerstone of early
childhood development

* Children are active participants in their own
development

Human relationships are the building blocks
of healthy development

The individual differences among children
make it difficult to distinguish normal
variations from transient disorders and

persistent impairments

Children’s development progresses on
individual paths characterised by continuities
and discontinuities

Development is shaped by sources of
vulnerability and sources of resilience

The timing of early experiences can matter
but the developing child remains vulnerable
to risks and open to protective influences
throughout their early lives

Development can be altered in childhood by
effective interventions that shift the odds in

favour of more adaptive outcomes.
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Perspectives on childhood

A brief history

Rooted in western history is a conception of the
child as alternatively innocent and wicked, good
and evil, and these contradictory views remain
powerful influences today. They were expressed
by Nietzsche® in his Apollonian versus Dionysian
dialectic (broadly speaking, the rational versus
the emotional). Brown® suggests that in both
cases the child is seen as a problem.

In the Apollonian view, the child is immature and
not yet fully rational, and is therefore seen as a
‘problematic innocent’ (in need of protection). In
the Dionysian view, the child is seen by some as
the ‘devil incarnate’. At best they are seen as a
mischievous rascal having fun (and in need of
control).

Kehily'®” outlines three key historical influences
that have shaped current ideas about childhood.
Our views about the innocence of children are
usually traced back to the work of Rousseau
(1712-87) and the romantic writers and poets
such as Blake, Wordsworth, and Dickens. In their
view, the child was pure, innocent and naive,
and only corrupted by contact with the world.
John Locke (1632-1704) popularised a view that
children were born as ‘blank slates’ free of
innate ideas and original sin'%®, The romantic
view of childhood has been and remains highly
influential especially in the media and in the
popular conception of childhood. However, it is
not supported by modern evolutionary and
genetic science. Finally, an even earlier influence
was the Puritan ethic and the doctrines of the
early Calvinist Protestants who considered the
child depraved and doomed to sin unless
controlled by parents.

All of these ideas can be seen combined in the
Victorian age with its inconsistent and sometimes
disturbing attitude towards children. Gubar®
describes how, on the one hand, children were
sentimentally celebrated as the innocent ideal
and reformers and educationists campaigned to
improve the lives of poor children. On the other
hand, reforms were slow and children were a
source of cheap labour for the growing economy,
with many adults believing that work was good

for children as ‘Satan finds mischief for idle
hands to do’.

Today, the idea of childhood is contested. Every
aspect of children’s lives is under intense scrutiny
and debate. In the west, governments make
statements on every aspect of children’s
development, health and well-being, and
education; concerns about abuse and children’s
protection are rampant; and parents and their
children are bombarded with advice and often
blame. There are frequent outcries about
obesity, alcohol, drugs, and crime, and large
numbers of best-selling books feature stories
about childhood traumas. It appears that adult
concerns about children have never been higher
yet there are many competing voices. Some look
back to a supposed ‘golden age’ of innocence and
responsibility, while others point to the cruelty
and abuse of previous times. What is our current
perspective on childhood?

What do we mean by childhood?

For developmentalists childhood is a period
between birth and adulthood in which children
grow and mature physically, cognitively,
emotionally, and socially. In their view,
development is usually divided into stages, and
children’s development is often considered as a
series of milestones. The ideas of developmental
psychology have been enormously influential on
the way adults think about children. Although the
specific details of individual theories may not be
commonly understood, adults generally think
about children going through specific stages and
developing from relative inadequacy to relative
competence!™. It’s not unusual to hear the
phrase ‘It’s just a phase they’re going
through’, or, ‘They’ll grow out of it'. It’s
important to note at this point, that childhood is
usually considered to end at the legal threshold
of adulthood. This is usually between 15 and 21
years and typically in many countries, including
the UK, 18 years.

The developmentalist’s view, however, is by no
means the only way of thinking about childhood.
During the last generation or so there has been a
fundamental change in the study of childhood.
The existing dominance of developmental
psychology has been challenged by approaches
from sociology and cultural studies. Drawing on
the work of the French historian Philippe Ariés,




modern sociologists have argued that views
about childhood have changed over the centuries
and that childhood is not a natural or universal
feature!'’. Instead they hold that childhood is a
social construction.

Social constructionists don’t deny the biological
facts of children’s growth and the process of
maturing, however they argue that it is
immaturity, rather than childhood, which is a
universal and natural feature of children’s
development. In this approach James and Prout
propose that ‘the immaturity of children is a
biological fact of life but the ways in which it
is understood and made meaningful is a fact
of culture’'2, They suggest that the key features
of this new way of thinking are the following:

* Childhood is a social construction
* Childhood is a variable of social analysis

» Children’s social relationships and cultures
are worthy of study in their own right

* Children are and should be seen as active
social agents and not just passive subjects of
social structures and processes

* Ethnography (the study of people and
cultures) is a valuable methodology for
studying childhood

* The study of childhood influences and is
influenced by the process of reconstructing
childhood in society.

One of the main criticisms of the ‘grand
theories’ of child development, such as some of
the ones we examined previously, is that despite
providing many insights they have surprisingly
little to say about children’s daily lives.
Childhood is not universal, nor can it be
regarded as a single category. What it means
and how it is experienced depends on many
factors including gender, ethnicity, social class,
location and so on. It is experienced differently:
by different children in different places.
Perhaps, as some have suggested, we should
talk about childhoods rather than childhood?%.

The traditional way of seeing childhood is as a
nurturing but controlling response from

competent rational adults to needy and
incompetent children. Kehily writes:

‘Within this discourse the child is always in
the process of becoming, an adult-in-the-
making with specific educational needs that
adults should take seriously. It is the
responsibility of adults to provide the
appropriate education and control to enable
children to develop into mature and
responsible citizens’*®,

Sociological based views reject these positions
and instead consider the developing child as
capable and active with opinions that matter.
‘Children are not incomplete human beings
to be shaped into society’s mould. They
have needs and aspirations of their own,
and rights which must be respected. Above
all, their childhood is an opportunity’s.

A recurring criticism about the debates on
childhood is that all too often they have simply
reflected particular minority world cultural
practices and that these have been shaped by
goals and expectations for children’s readiness
for school'*¢ often eclipsing other equally
important issues. Access to clean water and
sanitation; proper nutrition; immunisation;
protection from violence, crime, enforced labour
and trafficking; proper education and safe places
to play are all vital for children yet these basic
requirements are frequently lacking. Cross
cultural examples highlight these inequalities but
can also challenge our views. For example,
Goldstein'” writes that childhood in Brazil is a
privilege of the rich and is practically non-
existent for the poor.

Whilst Brown':® describes how, despite being
amongst the most materially deprived children
in Europe, children from a Transylvanian Roma
community he studied are incredibly happy. He
asks, is this because they are free to play how
and wherever and whenever they please, or is it
because they can play with friends and

relations, or perhaps is it caused by the strength
of their common culture? Prout cautions that
although poor children certainly do need urgent
improvements in their social and economic
conditions, it is important not to assume that




there is only one childhood and that childhood
is the experience of the rich. Equally, it is
important not to assume any direct link
between the quality of opportunities for play a
child may experience and their economic
context.

Competent children

A key area in the discussion about childhood
concerns adult views of children’s competence.
In the UK we hold a somewhat contradictory
position about this. On the one hand we deem

children criminally responsible at the age of 10
(12 in Scotland), yet the traditional position is
that children are incomplete adults not able to
make valuable decisions, and potentially a threat
to themselves and others due to their lack of
reasoning and experience'®,

Woodhead asserts that ‘Children are not
incomplete human beings to be shaped into
society’s mould. They have needs and
aspirations of their own, and rights which
must be respected’.

Stainton Rogers*?* points out, although childhood
is a time of considerable growth and
development it doesn’t mean that children are
somehow ‘less’ than adults and not deserving of
the same rights and respects. The danger of the

needs discourse is that it allows adults to abuse
the power it gives them. Phrases like ‘in the best
interest of the child’ can be used as a
smokescreen to sanction actions that instead
serve adult interests and purposes. Examples
from playwork might include opening hours that
are arranged to suit adult and not children’s
needs, or artificially limiting the age of the
children who can attend a particular play
provision ‘to keep them safe’. As playworkers
we must always ask ourselves ‘Whose needs
am | serving by doing this?’

Children’s rights

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC)'?? is the single most
comprehensive instrument of human rights law
and is the most widely accepted treaty in world
history. On 26 January 1990, the Convention was
opened for signature with 61 countries signing on
that day. Governments who agree to it (all,
except the USA) must ensure a complete range of
human rights based around four key principles:

1. Non-discrimination: The Convention

applies to all children whatever their race,
religion, ability, gender, background or any
other category.

2. The best interest of the child: Adults
must do what is best for children and




consider their interests when making
decisions that affect them.

3. Right to life and development:
Governments must protect the lives of
children and ensure their healthy
development.

4. Respect for the views of the child:
When adults make decisions about children
they must listen to their views according to

the child’s level of maturity.

The United Kingdom signed or ‘ratified’ the
Convention on 16 December 1991. Ratification
means that a government (‘State Party’) is
declaring their intention to uphold the articles
in the Convention and weave these into their
country’s legislation. The Welsh Government
formally adopted the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child in 2004,
committing itself to making the principles of
the UNCRC a reality for all children and
teenagers.

Each State Party must also submit a national
report to the United Nations Committee on the
Rights of the Child every five years, to show how
they are ensuring compliance and improving on
their previous report. The Committee
investigates these reports, taking additional
evidence from non-government organisations
and charities and in turn produces its own
‘concluding observations’, making
recommendations to each country for further
improvement.

The Convention is a wide-ranging treaty
addressing the rights of children and teenagers
— that is everyone under the age of 18 years —
and the resultant obligations on governments to
recognise and realise these rights.

The Convention has 54 articles — the first 42 set
out how children should be treated and Articles
43 to 54 set out how adults and governments
should co-operate to ensure that all children’s
rights are promoted and fulfilled, with full regard
for their origins, status and ability. The
Convention also makes clear that these rights are
interdependent and indivisible — no-one’s
entitlements should be met at the expense of
anyone else.

All the articles are important but perhaps for
playworkers there are three significant articles.
These are:

Article 31

1. States Parties recognise the right of the child
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 the arts.

2. States Parties shall respect and promote the
right of the child to participate fully in
cultural and artistic life and shall encourage
the provision of appropriate and equal
opportunities for cultural, artistic,
recreational and leisure activity.

In effect, Article 31 says that children have a right
to play and that governments should provide
opportunities for children to play.

Article 15

1. States Parties recognise the rights of the child
to freedom of association and to freedom of
peaceful assembly.

2. No restrictions may be placed on the exercise
of these rights other than those imposed in
conformity with the law and which are
necessary in a democratic society in the
interests of national security or public safety,
public order, the protection of public health
or morals or the protection of the rights and
freedoms of others.

In effect, Article 15 says that children have the
right to hang out, socialise, be with their friends
in public and that this should not be curtailed or
constrained for any other reason than breaking
of laws or the diminishment of somebody else’s
rights.

Article 12

1. States Parties shall assure to the child who is
capable of forming his or her own views the
right to express those views freely in all



matters affecting the child, the views of the
child being given due weight in accordance
with the age and maturity of the child.

In effect, Article 12 says that when adults take
decisions that affect children, children should be
able to express their opinions and be listened to.
The articles are often grouped into what is
described as the three P’s:

e Protection — Children have the right to be
protected from abuse, exploitation and
harmful influences

* Participation — Children have the right to
participate fully in family, social and cultural
life

e Provision - Children have the right to
survive and for their developmental needs to
be met.

The debate about children’s rights has always
been influenced, on the one hand, by concern for
children’s welfare, and anxieties over parental
rights and family privacies on the other'?, In this
debate, some rights have proven more
controversial than others. Issues around child
safety and, in particular, protection from physical
and sexual abuse, remain high on the policy
agenda. However, rights that underpin children’s
autonomy are far more threatening to many
adults'®, and, we believe, far more likely to be
ignored or given token acceptance. This is
despite the assertion that the rights of the child
contained in the Convention are indivisible and
interdependent.

This ambivalence between rights that protect
and rights that support autonomy is nowhere
better illustrated than with children’s play. The
need for safe places to play usually receives
universal support (although less often resources),
and play, when co-opted for educational
purposes, is uncontroversial. However, when
children play in ways that they determine — ways
that are often perceived as risky, chaotic and
disruptive of authority —there are far fewer
adults advocating for children’s right to play.
Lester and Russell**> have demonstrated how
each of these categories relates to children’s play

and what this means for adult recognition of play
as a right. The right to play contained within the
Convention was clarified for governments
worldwide in 2013 with the adoption of a
General

Comment on the meaning and importance of
Article 31%,

A General Comment is an official statement

that clarifies and elaborates on the meaning of

a particular aspect of the Convention. It aims to
raise the importance of the Article and increase
accountability among the countries that have
signed up to the Convention.

The General Comment on Article 31 aims to raise
awareness of play worldwide and provide
guidance to governments on what they must do
to implement it. Its three objectives are to:

* Increase understanding of the importance of
the Article for children’s well-being and

development

* Ensure respect for the rights under Article 31
as well as other rights in the Convention

» Highlight the obligations and implications for
governments, the roles and responsibilities of
the private sector, and guidelines for

individuals working with children.
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Concerns about childhood

A powerful force on our conception of childhood
is the influence of the media, and images and
stories about children and childhood are




everpresent and rarely without clear moral
overtones.

Portraits of children as angels or devils abound.
Fuelled by high profile cases of abuse and
violence involving children, media
commentators, politicians and many others
frequently invoke the idea of crisis'?’. This view
connects powerfully with the idea of innocence
lost, and a desire for a return to a better more
‘natural’ time.

Kehily*?® suggests that this view of childhood as
debased and in crisis is a reflection of adult
anxieties and insecurities in new and uncertain
times. Certainly, it can be difficult to be
objective when thinking about children’s
experiences when so many views about it are
presented in dramatic extremes. Despite the
intensity of recent debates about the nature of
modern childhood, governments and
academics have been concerned about
childhood for at least a hundred and fifty years
— ever since the state began to take some
responsibility for children’s well-being'®.

Wyness'* identifies three distinct themes in the
crises that surround childhood:

1. The association of youth and trouble

2. The street child as a visible and worrying
symptom of social disintegration in
developed societies

3. The child ‘trapped in the net’ whose play and
ultimately their innocence, has been
compromised by technology.

Adults, and in particular, parents and teachers,
are worried about children’s happiness. In these
debates there is often a disconnection between
children’s and adult’s voices, and it is essential
that we listen to what children have to say about
their lives. These comments should inform
central and local government decision-making*3:.

However, when asked, children are considerably
more optimistic than adults. Alexander?*3?
suggests that a better question might be, why are
so many adults worried about Britain’s children?

‘What we may well be witnessing at the
moment, therefore, is in part a justified

concern about the condition of childhood
today — especially in relation to those
children and families who are vulnerable and
suffer poverty, disadvantage, inequality and
marginalisation — and in part a projection
onto children of adult fears and anxieties,
not least about the kind of society and world
which adults have created’.s

Conclusions

In his conclusion on the childhoods of children
today, Cunningham?®** suggests that we should
reflect on the one striking difference between
childhood now and childhood over the past
millennium. Children in the past were regularly
assumed and relied upon to have capabilities
that are now rarely considered. Children
worked in factories and cleaned chimneys,
although, as Cunningham says, we wouldn’t
want children to do these things today.
Nevertheless, children could do these things.

‘So fixated are we on giving our children a
long and happy childhood that we downplay
their abilities and their resilience. To think of
children as potential victims in need of
protection is a very modern outlook, and it
probably does no-one a service’.'*

Jones'* provides a more optimistic view in his
summary of the differences between the recent
views of childhood and the previous traditional
understanding as:

‘capable rather than incapable

« active rather than passive

« visible rather than invisible

« powerful rather than vulnerable and needy

« valued and attended to in the present
rather than seen and attended to as an
investment for the future

« an individual with their own capacities
rather than a mini-adult lacking in full adult
capacities’.

In this overview of perspectives on childhood we
have attempted to counterbalance some of the




attention given to the developmental
psychological theories that focus on children’s
biological nature, by looking at approaches that
emphasise the impact of culture on
development. However, it could be argued that
this is also just one way of looking at childhood.
Prout®” writes that childhood is part natural and
part social. Children are individuals and part of
society — they are ‘beings and becomings’®®,
What is needed is a way of thinking about both
that doesn’t artificially set them in opposition; an
approach that is tolerant of ambiguity, much like
our approach to play itself.

Finally, perhaps children’s writer Michael
Morpurgo provides a sensible place for us to
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conclude this section:

‘Childhoods, | have discovered, may have
changed, been reinvented through the ages,
but children have not’**.
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Section 2

Playwork Principles 3 to 8

Having explored some of the theories and
concepts underpinning and influencing playwork
and in particular, Playwork Principles 1 and 2 we
can explore how Playwork Principles 3 to 8
influence practice. In this section we will
examine the playwork role and how it both
affects and is affected by the environment and
the children. It considers how the play process is
given precedence and how playworkers balance
the developmental benefits of play with
children’s well-being.

Playwork Principle 3

The prime focus and essence of playwork is
to support and facilitate the play process
and this should inform the development of
play policy, strategy, training and education.

Playwork Principle 3 is an unambiguous
statement about what playworkers do and
informs the remaining Principles. The playing
child is at the centre of our practice and
facilitating the play process is the primary reason
for the existence of the playwork profession.
Note the significance of the words ‘support and
facilitate’. These imply that playworkers aid, help
and assist the playing child — they do not lead,
control or educate. This is particularly important
to remember in relation to assisting a disabled
child to access their play. As the previous two
Principles make clear, play is a process that
should be under the control of the child and if we
are to facilitate it effectively, then we must adopt
a sensitive and thoughtful approach that is wary
of taking over or adulterating. We work to the
child’s agenda: ‘in other words playworkers will
regard the child’s experiences, desires and
wants as the starting point for playwork
interactions’'#,

Despite this insistence that the focus of
playwork is the playing child, it is all too
common to encounter playwork practice that is
dominated by other concerns, such as
compliance with regulations and legislation,
health and safety fears, education, the needs of

working parents, or crime prevention. Where
playworkers have a responsibility to oversee or
develop policy, procedures, strategy or training,
then they ensure that, whatever their particular
message, everything they do whether directly or
indirectly should ultimately be in the service of
supporting and facilitating children’s play.

Playwork Principle 4

For playworkers, the play process takes
precedence and playworkers act as
advocates for play when engaging with adult
led agendas.

Children make it very clear that they want and
need to play. Despite this need being recognised
as a universal right, in practice it is often ignored,
overlooked or drowned out by adult concerns. At
the 2011 International Play Association (IPA)
World Conference, the Children’s Commissioner
for Wales told delegates about a town where a
highly valued play space that had been used for
generations was destroyed to make way for new
houses. The local children were not consulted.
Playworkers have a responsibility to speak up for
children: ‘we need to be bold enough and
strong enough to shout very loudly indeed
when people make decisions that will actually
damage children’s lives now’*4.,

The child’s agenda should be our agenda and this
approach is distinct to playworkers. Sometimes,
especially when burdened with managerial
responsibilities, it is possible to feel swamped by
the weight of competing demands that seem far
removed from supporting the play process.
During these times it becomes vital to remember
that the play process takes precedence. For a
further discussion about the pressures that can
lead playworkers to compromise their principles
and whether these can be managed effectively,
see Mike Wragg's reflections on ‘Guerrilla
playwork’ in Foundations of Playwork?+,
Playworkers speak up for playing children at
every level of society, from campaigning and
influencing national and regional policies to
chatting about play with a local parent over a cup
of tea. Consequently, this responsibility to
advocate for play means we all should be able to



explain why and how we facilitate play and the
local conditions that might promote or hinder it.

Playwork Principle 5

The role of the playworker is to support all
children and young people in the creation
of a space in which they can play.

Playworkers do this by removing barriers to
play, providing a varied and flexible
environment rich with possibilities, providing
affective stimuli and access to loose parts and
facilitating opportunities in which children can
engage with risk and challenge. Play spaces
need to be accessible, inclusive and flexible
enough to meet the changing play needs of
children. Good play spaces genuinely look and
feel as though they belong to the children who
use them, and ‘children perceive and treat
the environment as their own’*3. The
atmosphere and sense of freedom to play that
the environment offers is crucial to its
effectiveness.

As such, this Principle can create particular
challenges for playworkers working in shared
spaces. These spaces inevitably entail some
compromise in the ownership of the space and
often require creative solutions to ensure
children feel proper ownership.

Playwork Principle 6

The playworker’s response to children and
young people playing is based on a sound up
to date knowledge of the play process, and
reflective practice.

Until comparatively recently there was little
widespread shared understanding of what
constituted effective playwork. Good practice
was often isolated and new understandings
not shared beyond local areas. Documents like
The First Claim ... a framework for
playwork quality assessment**and the
Playwork Principles!* together with various
theoretical advances have led to a wider
understanding and the establishment of a
professional ethos.

It has allowed us to deepen our understanding,
advocate more effectively for the right to play,
and ensure quality in provision, training and
education, and policy.

The playwork approach is, as we have seen,
one where children are able to control their
own play. It is also one where those practicing
playwork are required to respond to sometimes
subtle, complex cues and signals, and to keep
an open mind without jumping to conclusions
or prejudging a situation. Added to this there
may be organisational and managerial
demands to balance. This is a complex role to
master, and demands an honesty about one’s
own motives and beliefs. Reflective practice
allows us to examine thoughts and feelings and
to question judgements. Using reflective
practice before, during and after play can help
those practicing playwork ‘practice with
principle’#s, Reflective practice is a crucial skill
for playworkers and is discussed more in
Volume 3: Developing and managing a
playwork project.

Playwork Principle 7

Playworkers recognise their own impact on
the play space and also the impact of children
and young people’s play on the playworker.

In a space where children genuinely have the
freedom to play in their own way, those
practicing playwork can find themselves faced
with play behaviour that is in turn puzzling,
inspiring, challenging, inviting, or at odds with
their personal beliefs and values, and
deliberately or unconsciously being drawn into
the children’s play. Without self-knowledge and
the ability to reflect on practice, the danger of
taking over and adulterating the play is always
present.

Our tendency as adults is to protect, teach or
socialise, and this construct of adult-child
relations is often deeply embedded in social
policies'”. Those practicing playwork need to
be active in continually examining their motives
to avoid sleepwalking towards a practice that
organises and directs, rather than one that
facilitates and supports. Furthermore, as adults
we may have dormant unfulfilled play urges
that can be awoken when invited to play by
children. Termed ‘unplayed out materials’ by
Sturrock, these can adulterate children’s play if
not recognised and addressed?*.




Playwork Principle 8

Playworkers choose an intervention style that
enables children and young people to extend
their play. All playworker intervention must
balance risk with the developmental benefit
and well-being of children.

Playwork intervention is a conscious act. To avoid
adopting an automatic, unthinking response
playworkers first need to be alert to a range of
options and then select the approach most likely
to extend playing. This approach may well be
subtle, non-intrusive or may even involve not
intervening at all. There are times when
immediate intervention is necessary to prevent
serious or imminent harm. Harm must be a real
possibility to make intervention essential and not
just because of a personal fear of heights, for
example. Even intervening in such a situation, it
may be possible to remain playful. ‘We may
distract or redirect the child, or reframe the
playing, rather than directly tell her to stop
what she is doing’*.

Since the publication of the Playwork Principles,
approaches that balance risks with the benefits
of play to children have been formalised in a
number of strategies and guides including advice
from the Health and Safety Executive®®.

Volume 2 — Practicing playwork, and will also be
discussed in Volume 3: Developing and managing
a playwork project and Volume 4: Managing
playworkers and working with other adults.

Conclusions

Taken as a whole, the Playwork Principles
provide an essential underpinning philosophy —a
concise guide to what we do and what we
believe about the value of play in children and
teenagers’ lives. The Playwork Principles offer a
framework to analyse and assess practice and
provide a common ethos to compare and
contrast experience and understanding with
others.

Since the Principles were endorsed in 2005,
playwork has inevitably moved on with new
theoretic insights and changes in practice. Some
writers such as Brown®! have suggested
additions to the Principles, to better illustrate
how playworkers engage with children. However,
to date they remain unchanged. Whatever form
they take in the future, the Playwork Principles
encapsulate our professional ethos and provide
the scaffolding to our approach to play and
playwork.
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Appendix: Playwork Principles

The Playwork Principles establish the professional and ethical framework for playwork and as such
must be regarded as a whole. They describe what is unique about play and playwork, and provide
the playwork perspective for working with children and young people. They are based on the
recognition that children and young people’s capacity for positive development will be enhanced
if given access to the broadest range of environments and play opportunities.

Where the Principles refer to children and young people, they mean all children and young
people.

All children and young people need to The role of the playworker is to support play. The

impulse to play is innate. Play all children and young people in the

is a biological, psychological and social creation of a space in which they can play.
necessity, and is fundamental to the healthy

development and well being of individuals The playworker’s response to children
and communities. and young people playing is based on a

Play is a process that is freely chosen, sound up to date knowledge of the play personally
directed and intrinsically process, and reflective practice.

motivated. That is, children and young

people determine and control the content Playworkers recognise their own impact
and intent of their play, by following their on the play space and also the impact of
own instincts, ideas and interests, in their children and young people’s p]ay on the

own way for their own reasons. playworker.

Playworkers choose an intervention

The
prime focus and essence of style that enables children and playwork is to support and facilitate
the  young people to extend their play. All

play process and this should inform the playworker intervention must balance
development of play policy, strategy, training risk with the developmental benefit and
and education. well being of children.
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4 For playworkers, the play process takes

precedence and playworkers act as
advocates for play when engaging with adult led
agendas.

The Playwork Principles are held in trust for the UK playwork profession by the Scrutiny
Group that acted as an honest broker overseeing the consultations through which they
were developed.
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