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The Planning and Location of Play Provision in England: A Literature Review

SECTION A: INTRODUCTION

OBJECTIVES AND SCOPE

The review presented here was undertaken by the New Policy Institute throughout the
Summer and early Autumn of 2001. This project is part of the Children’s Play Council’s
work for the DCMS which is primarily aimed at establishing how play and play initiatives
can help to support wider government policies and objectives.

The agreed objectives of the review were to:

e Assess the published data relating to the UK’s progress in meeting Article 31(2) of the
UN Convention on the rights of the Child, regarding the rights of children and young
people and the provision of opportunities for their cultural, artistic, recreational and
leisure activities

e (Create an up-to-date record of the evidence that exists to substantiate the arguments for
play, on the basis of a wide-ranging review of the literature

e Establish an initial consensus on the benefits of play and the value of play provision than
can link specialists, both practitioners and researchers, and non-specialists, including civil
servants both within the DCMS and elsewhere in the government.

After further discussions between the New Policy Institute and the Children’s Play Council, it
was agreed that the review would also:

e Identify a small number of exemplar play projects that have been developed to support
the Government’s policy objectives.

A Focus on School-Age Children

This study is chiefly concerned with the value of play for children of school age. This is
mainly because the benefits of play, and the consequences of play deprivation amongst this
older age group, are under-researched (NPFA, 2000). Much of the existing literature appears
focused on the pre-school age group, or to have examined the specialist applications of play
therapy for children who may have physical or emotional difficulties.

Furthermore, there are concerns that within the education system, children are under
increasing pressure, with the opportunities for free play being increasingly squeezed out or
down-graded in learning value (Carvel, 1999; Macintyre, 2001). There are some anxieties
that the particular emphasis of the National Curriculum may erode the child-centred
principles of early childhood education based on play as a key means to learning (Wood,
1999) and that play is increasingly seen as “non-productive and insignificant”, a stance which
is influencing children’s views towards play (Sherman, 1997).

Such shifts are particularly important given the increasing numbers of four year old children
beginning formal schooling in the UK — a trend which is at odds with many other European

countries. Overall, as society becomes more complex and competitive, there is concern that
spontaneous play is being replaced with structured activities both at home and within school
(Rogers & Sawyers, 1988; Mental Health Foundation, 1999).
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Such a process is being exacerbated by a loss of space (National Playing Fields Association,
2000); the increasing commodification of leisure (McKendrick ef al, 2000a), the heightened
parental fears for the safety of their children (Furedi, Playlink 2000; McNeish & Roberts,
1995; McKendrick & Bradford, 1999) and a growing sense of increased control over
children’s lives (Petrie, Playlink Portsmouth Conference, 2000).

Set against this is the increasing awareness of children as ‘consumers’ (McKendrick et al,
2000a), new interest in social studies of childhood and of childhood identities (Holloway
&Valentine, 2000), and of children’s marginalisation in planning processes, especially those
affecting access to their local environment (Adams & Ingham, 1998; Woolley et al, 1999;
Spencer & Woolley, 2000)

It is within this context that a more in-depth and robust understanding of the benefits of play
is now needed. Whilst there is a popular view that play is ‘natural” or ‘good’ for children,
more specific information about both immediate and long-term benefits needs to be
elucidated — or alternatively, gaps in current knowledge identified. Similarly more
information is needed about how children’s play is adapting to the current climate, how
provision is meeting their needs or not, or has the potential to do so in the future.

The Definition of Play

For the purposes of the review, ‘play’ has been defined as activities which children choose to
undertake when not being told what to do by others. The activities are freely chosen,
personally directed and may take place with or without adult involvement. They may take
place in the home; the street or local community; the school premises including the
playground and the countryside. Such activities may be undertaken by the child on their own
or with peers.

In reviewing the literature, it should be noted that much of the material is of a qualitative
nature rather than quantitative. As such the approach taken has been to try and establish
evidence on the fypes of benefits that play brings, rather than the scale of those benefits.

It was also agreed that the report would attempt to provide a ‘bigger picture’ of what the
available information on play tells us about the current state of evidence supporting play and
about other relevant issues which may need to be considered rather than simply summarising
the research findings item by item. For this reason, some of the material presented goes
beyond the definition of freely chosen play and discusses closely related areas of research
including the effects on children of physical activity and of arts education. The literature
presented is largely drawn from the UK, with a more limited focus on international data.

Wherever possible, in order to give some indication of the basis of the research findings cited
in the text, some information about the study sample or methodology is given. It should be
noted however that in some areas, as a number of the researchers themselves acknowledge,
much of the work has been largely descriptive.

Consultation

In undertaking this work, the New Policy Institute has consulted with or requested
information from a wide range of organisations, government departments and university
departments working in the fields of play, playwork, recreation and leisure, human geography
and services for children.
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These include:

Government departments and units: the Department for Education and Skills (DFES); the
Department of Health (Quality Protects, Sure Start and National Healthy Schools staff); the
Children and Young People’s Unit and Early Excellence Centre; the New Opportunities
Fund; the Health Development Agency; the Countryside Agency;

Specialist play and leisure organisations: the Institute of Leisure and Amenity Management
(ILAM); Joanna Ryan, Kidsactive; Jan Cosgrove, Fair Play for Children; Jean Elledge,
National Centre for Playwork Education — West Midlands; PLAYLINK; Steve Macarthur,
Islington Play Association; Camden Play Service; Birmingham Playtrain;

National charities: the Child Accident Prevention Trust; Education Extra; Barnardo’s; the
Children’s Society; the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (ROSPA); the Daycare
Trust; Kid’s Club Network; the Child Psychotherapy Trust; YoungMinds; Young Voice; the
Gulbenkian Foundation; NACRO

University departments and research bodies: Polly Morton, Action for Sick Children; Helen
Woolley, Department of Landscape, University of Sheffield; Gill Valentine, Department of
Geography, Sheffield University; Stephen Rennie, Playwork Team, Leeds Metropolitan
University; Peri Else, Sheffield Leisure Department; the National Foundation for Educational
Research (NFER); the Audit Commission; the ESRC; the Centre for Family and Household
Research, Oxford Brookes University; Fred Coalter, Centre for Leisure Research, University
of Edinburgh; Sarah Holloway, Department of Human Geography, Loughborough
University; the Local Government Association; NACRO; John McKendrick, School of Social
Sciences, Glasgow Caledonian University; School of Education, University of Leicester.

Independent play consultants: Haki Kapasi, Inspire; Rob Wheway, independent play
consultant.

OVERVIEW OF REVIEW FINDINGS

The information gathered from the contacts made with a range of specialist organisations
working in the play field and with university departments, many of which made useful
suggestions of areas of literature to be included in the review, suggest quite widespread
activity in both research and service development where play may be a component of what is
provided.

This is backed up by the array of recent literature identified in this project. In particular,
within the academic fields of geography and urban studies, research interest is apparent in
children’s use of and access to urban spaces, their use of commercial play spaces and what is
called the ‘commodification’ of childhood (defined “as making a consumable product of an
everyday experience and, at the macro-level, as the net effect of ever greater realms of life
becoming consumable products” — McKendrick et al, 2000).

Alongside this, a variety of studies have examined the issue of risk, both from the
perspectives of children and their parents, and how this may curtail their access to play
provision located outside the home and at a wider level, may impact on children’s levels of
physical activity and on their independent mobility. Another reasonably frequent line of
inquiry has focused on children’s participation in the planning of provision and their access to
and experience of their local environment.
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The quality of provision, guidelines for promoting safety, for ensuring inclusion in play and
encouraging access for children with disabilities, have been the subject of other published
reports. Studies examining the growth of structured out-of-school provision, including
learning or study support, the changing role of schools and the impact of such provision on
children, and the place for play within the national curriculum, are a further developing focus
of investigation.

All of these areas provide some valuable information in terms of where and how children and
young people are spending their leisure time, how they play and their views towards what is
on offer. It also identifies a number of quite widely agreed upon trends in terms of play
opportunities unsupervised or organised by adults becoming more restricted, or the process
“domestication ... the increasing control and supervision of play to get rid of its physical
dangers and its emotional licences” (Sutton-Smith in Goldstein, 1994).

Data Limitations

Unfortunately, and in line with deficits identified in another recent analysis of the literature
on play (Coalter & Taylor, 2001), the New Policy Institute review again suggests that, whilst
there is widespread recognition of the importance of play in child health and development, in
terms of evidence about the specific benefits of play to, in this case, school-age children,
considerable caution is needed. This is because:

e Much of the literature is still focused on the pre-school and younger age group, with less
attention on adolescents

e There remains a lack of systematic outcome analysis, most especially on a longitudinal
basis

e The definitions used for play are often imprecise and the boundaries between play, sport,
learning and education remain poorly defined; as Coalter and Taylor note, there are
“unresolved disputes as to whether positive outcomes are necessarily related to play-
specific processes or more generic processes (e.g. social interaction)

e Analysis of the growing area of out of school provision and the benefits thereof appears
especially problematic in terms of blurred distinctions between organised childcare and
play provision — and often a lack of clarity about the actual aims of such services

e The sample sizes used in a number of studies identified during this review appear to be
quite small and often very local in their focus, which raises questions about how
applicable the findings may be to other areas

e Data about young people from minority ethnic groups, those with disabilities and those
with other special needs (for example, excluded from school or homeless) remains
generally sparse

e With regard to specific projects where play is one of the core components of provision,
evaluation data is often hard to come by — the struggle to keep up with actually running
the project and the need to continually search for funding, means that many projects have
not been able to attend to such information gathering.
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STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

The report is divided into five main sections. Following this introduction, the second section
presents a brief background overview of the policy context surrounding play provision. This
particularly refers to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child which contains a number
of Articles that are highly relevant to the opportunities for children and young people to play.
The recently introduced Out of School Care Standards are also likely to be of increasing
relevance in terms of opportunities for play given the rapid expansion of out of school
provision recently witnessed in the UK (Kids’ Club Network, 2001).

The third section focuses on the individual child and the benefits of play, specifically in the
areas of health and education. The section begins with a general overview of the literature on
play and child development, including for children under the age of five years. The focus
then shifts specifically to children of statutory school age and examines recent (largely 1995
onwards) published literature about this age-group. Included in the discussion of potential
education benefits are a small number of studies which have examined the views of teachers
and children towards play within the school day.

The next section takes a broader perspective on play and looks at the literature on play and its
effects on socialization and citizenship. The literature reviewed covered a broad sweep of
quite diverse areas including children and young peoples’ access to their local environment;
their involvement in urban planning; where and how they play, and the factors which impinge
on this.

Section E describes an array of government policy initiatives where play has been identified
as one means by which at the local level, projects may realise national aims such as
supporting young people excluded from school. Two concluding smaller sections contain
details of some unpublished university research projects on play recently completed or now
being undertaken by students of play work and allied disciplines. The report then concludes
with some analysis of the implications of the studies cited and of the gaps in currently
available information.

The material that follows is essentially based on the following:

e An overview of a number of existing reviews identified by the Children’s Play Council,
including Best Play (NPFA, PLAYLINK and Children’s Play Council, 2000); Cross-
National Perspectives on the Principles and Practice of Children’s Play Provision
(Candler, 1999); Research into Children’s Play (NPFA, 1999); Realising the Potential:
The Case for Cultural Services — Play (Coalter & Taylor, 2001) and The State of Play — a
Survey of Play Professionals in England (Children’s Play Council, 2001).

e A review of key books on play published subsequent to these reviews including Out of
School Lives, Out of School Services (Petrie et al, 2000); The Excellence of Play (Moyles,
2000) and Just Playing? (Moyles, 2001).

e A search of published data held within the Library and Information Services of the
Children’s Play Council and the National Children’s Bureau.

e Database searches of a range of specialist health, education, social policy and leisure and
sport libraries.
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¢ Internet searches of specialist web-sites relevant to these fields.

¢ Information gathered by email in response to requests for data placed on the Play-
Children email noticeboard.

e A review of recent press cuttings relevant to the topic of play and children.

e The collation of a range of play project descriptions and project evaluation reports
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SECTION B: BACKGROUND

The provision of play opportunities for children is dependent at the national level upon a
number of key policies and pieces of legislation. These provide the context for promoting
child-focused services, for encouraging children’s access to a wide range of opportunities
including play, for meeting children’s needs and for ensuring that what is provided is
appropriate and of high quality.

This section briefly describes and assesses progress in implementing firstly the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, secondly, the recently introduced Out of School Care
National Standards and thirdly, the National Childcare Strategy, all of which mention play
specifically within the articles, standards and/or recommendations they set out.

THE UN CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990) sets out 54 articles that
identify a range of principles and standards for the treatment of children. The Convention was
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on November 20, 1989, and came into
force on September 2" 1990. By 1994, the Convention had been ratified by 154 countries,
including the United Kingdom.

A number of the Convention’s articles are specifically relevant to children’s access to and
experiences of their local environment and their access to play (Adams & Ingham, 1998;
Wheway & Millward,1997; Guddemi & Jambor, 1992; Candler, 1999; National Playing
Fields Association, 2000; Petrie ef al, 2000). These include:

e Article 3, which states that all actions taken concerning the child should take account of
his or her best interests.

e Article 12, which states that children have the right to express an opinion on all matters
which concern them and that their views should be taken into account in any matter or
procedure affecting them.

e Article 13, which gives children the right to obtain and make known information and to
express his/her views unless this would violate the rights of others.

e Article 15, which sets out the right of children to meet with others and to join or set up
associations, unless doing so violates the rights of others.

e Article 24, the child’s right to the highest level of health possible.

e Article 31, which sets out 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.

In addition, Article 23 recognises the rights of children with disabilities - “a disabled child
has the right to special care, education and training to help him or her enjoy a full and decent
life in dignity and achieve the greatest degree of self-reliance possible”.
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Implications of the UN Convention and the Right to Play

Analysis by the National Playing Fields Association in partnership with the Children’s Play
Council and Play Link (Best Play 2000) suggests that arising from the UN Convention,
playworkers have developed a set of values and principles about children and play which are
set out in the National Strategy for Playwork and Training. These are that:

Children’s views must be taken into account

That it is the responsibility of the community to ensure that all children have access to
rich, stimulating environments that are free from unacceptable risk, which allow children
to explore through freely chosen play

Children’s freedom to play must be preserved

That all children, irrespective of gender, background, cultural or racial origin, or
individual ability, should have equal access to good play opportunities

That children should feel confident that the adults involved in play welcome and value
them as individuals

The child’s control of their own activity is a crucial factor in enriching their experience
and adults need to recognise and support this

There should be no task or product required of the play by those not engaged in it
That an appropriate level of risk is fundamental to play allowing children to develop
confidence and abilities and that it is the responsibility of play providers to respond with

“exciting and stimulating environments that balance risks appropriately” (NPFA)

That adult encouragement and responsiveness must be available when needed and
appropriate.

Drawing together other analysis of the implications of the Convention highlights three main
areas which need to addressed in terms of a child’s right to play:

The provision of space: “space is a basic resource that children need in order to play. It
is by this measure that we can begin to judge how seriously a community is attending to
the needs of its children” (Guddemi & Jambor, 1992)

Consultation with young people: is an explicit requirement underpinning the UN
Convention; however in order for this to happen, children and young people need help in
making their views known and structures need to be put in place to promote their
participation in planning processes (Adams & Ingham, 1998)

Integration of all children: in particular, those with disabilities is highlighted by
Guddemi & Jambor — “play is the right of all children”, which thus requires the provision
of play settings which provide “comfortable and equitable opportunities for integration of
children with and without disabilities”.
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Analysis of Progress in Implementing the UN Convention

General concerns about implementation of the UN Convention are outlined by Michael
Freeman in his recent article The Future of Children’s Rights (Freeman, 2000). This argues
that the needs of many children are currently neglected, including disabled children, gay
children, girl children and street children.

Within this debate, Freeman highlights the “backlash against children’s rights”, also “the
tendency to assume that now that we have a Convention, we have reached the finishing line”.
With regard to a number of the specific articles, Freeman then goes on to make
recommendations for how these could be clarified, strengthened or gaps plugged, in
particular in terms of how children can express their views. An earlier paper by the Institute
for Public Policy Research (Lansdown, 1995) also presents a similar view of very variable
progress in implementing the Convention.

The following provides a summary of progress in the UK in implementing Article 31 of the
UN Convention, based on the three implications discussed previously:

Provision of space

Although now quite dated, Guddemi and Jambor (1992) provide some data with regard to
how many countries had either standards or guidelines obligating the developers of family
housing to set aside space for children’s play. Their analysis is based on the findings of a
three day meeting of the American Affiliate of the International Association of the Child’s
Right to Play and suggests only limited progress in this area by the early 1990s. They
mention that only one country, Norway, had introduced a legal requirement to address
children’s needs in local municipal planning, and for young people to participate in the
development of those plans.

Within the UK, information from the National Playing Fields Association indicates a steady
reduction in play space including playing fields, open spaces and play grounds — over the last
twenty years, NPFA estimates that one field per day has been lost (Kids’ Club Network,
2001). Other studies paint a similar picture of reducing space (Coalter & Taylor, 2001).

Participation and consultation

Data from Save the Children is cited by Adams and Ingham (1998) which suggests that there
is still a considerable way to go in terms of involving you people in planning for their local
environment. They note that “planning decisions affect everyone, including children.
However, provision for the needs of children and young people does not feature prominently,
and the way younger members of the community are included in consultation varies widely”.

This theme is also apparent in a number of pieces of research which have examined young
peoples’ experiences of town and city centres and their involvement in planning urban
development (Davis & Jones, 1997; Wheway & Millward, 1997; Woolley et al, 1999;
Matthews et al, 2000). Most recently, the Kids’ Club Network report Looking to the Future
for Children and Family: A Report of the Millenium Childcare Commission (2001) suggests
that whilst there are now more examples of children being involved and consulted in service
developments — for examples, children’s play zones and safe play areas — these are examples
of innovative good practice rather than standard practice.
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Petrie’s recent analysis of out of school provision (2000), which is based on an in-depth
analysis of a wide range of services for different user groups and interviews with both
professionals and families reaches similar conclusions. She suggests that “congenial and
realistic ways of consulting them need to be found. Perhaps more importantly, we may need
to recast how we think about children: not as needy recipients or consumers of services, but
as participants, with other children and adults, within services”. This theme is echoed in
recent work by Moss (2000) who notes that in Britain, “the surveillance, control and
regulation of children are dominant”.

With regard to the right to play, recreation and culture, Petrie notes that providing these rights
within the UK remains largely the private responsibility of parents, notably mothers, rather
than wider society. Also that services which are provided purely for children’s
neighbourhood play on an open-door basis (where children can make their own decisions
about activities and whether or not to attend) are declining, and with them, the ability to have
a choice in the services available within their locality.

This ultimately means that both parents and children cannot make an informed choice — they
have to use what is available, even it may not be particularly suited to their needs. This in
turn has implications in terms of children’s opportunities to engage in freely chosen play.

Integration and children with disabilities

Petrie’s analysis of out-of-school services for disabled young people, including play
provision (Petrie et al, 2000), indicates that problems persist in this area, not least because
access to provision has to be limited in many ways, often due insufficient funding. Due to
places being limited, providers were often found to ration the number of sessions children
could attend. Petrie explains that this can result in discontinuities in terms of children meeting
different children on different occasions (hardly helpful to the formation of peer
relationships) and highlights that at the level of public policy this is a challenging issue in that
“the attendance of non-disabled children is much less likely to be rationed”.

Petrie also makes the important point that whilst a local authority might recognise disabled
school children as having the same right to play as others, “in practice, their access to a place
within an out-of-school services was more limited than that of other children because they
were more expensive to provide for than others, in particular because of the need for a higher
staffing ratio”. Considerable variability is also noted in terms of whether play provision
included equipment suitable for the needs of disabled children (for example, large-scale toys
and padded surfaces).

An important conclusion of the study was that disabled children’s autonomy is much more
circumscribed than that of other children, which in turn imposes limitations on their parents.
On a more positive note, the study also notes that “the services visited had much to offer
disabled children and fulfilled many of the intentions of their providers. In allowing children
the opportunity to play, often to be physically active and, for many, to interact with their
peers, they may be seen to be empowering children whose experience may otherwise be very
restricted”.
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The analysis of the growth of commercial playgrounds by McKendrick and colleagues (2000)
also raises questions about the extent to which integration of children with disabilities is
being achieved in the area of play. This study notes that whilst many commercial
playgrounds market themselves as a providing a ‘non-discriminatory environment’ and
clearly have much to offer disabled children, parental concerns about the suitability of such
resources are evident and affect the use of such resources.

The study concludes, “on one level, these centres have clearly opened up leisure arenas and
areas of the city from which disabled children were previously excluded. Both disabled and
non-disabled children share these opportunities. However, as participation statistics reveal,
relatively fewer disabled children capitalise upon these opportunities, and among those who
do, they are capitalised upon less frequently”.

Integration of children from ethnic minority groups

Within the study of out-of-school services by Petrie and colleagues, a variety of comments
are noted about children’s experiences of racism and of inadequate awareness and training of
staff to deal appropriately with this behaviour. The study also found that “few of the
ethnically mixed projects addressed the needs of children as members of minority ethnic
groups. Service providers seemed to demonstrate little awareness that the UK has a plurality
of ethnic groups and cultures; many were unaware of the distinctive requirements of parents
from different groups....”. An important conclusion drawn from the study is that sometimes
children are excluded from a service because insufficient work has been undertaken to make
it acceptable to the local community.

Discussion

These findings suggest that in terms of public policy development to implement the UN
Convention Article 31, a more active approach to service provision is needed, to be
underpinned by structures which give young people a voice in the planning process and a
coherent and stable source of funding. This appears to be particularly true for disabled
children, where under-resourcing of services appears to be most acute and where access
remains limited. There is also a need for research focused on out-of-school play services for
disabled children since this has been largely neglected in the research field.

With regard to the integration of children from minority ethnic groups, progress in ensuring
their right to play, a key recommendation made by Petrie and colleagues is detailed
consideration must be given to the development of non-racist policy and practice and to the
support of staff in carrying this through.

OUT OF SCHOOL CARE NATIONAL STANDARDS

The National Standards are a set of outcomes that providers of out-of-school care should aim
to achieve. OFSTED inspectors will register and inspect provision against the National
Standards and as such, these standards reflect an important development in policy focused on
provision for children and young people.

Standard 3, Care, Learning and Play, is of particular relevance in terms of children’s
opportunities for play. This states that the registered person must “plan and provide activities
and play opportunities to develop children’s emotional, physical, social and intellectual
capabilities”.
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The standard suggests that the staff should consider providing learning and play opportunities
for children through a wide range of planned and free play activities both inside and outside
including visits and outings.

Time, space, staff and resources must be organised in order to give children a mix of active
times where children can take part in energetic play and quiet times when they can rest and
relax in a quiet area. The level of staff interaction with children must also be carefully
balanced. There must be time given for children to play and learn independently, initiating
their own activities and exploring freely, and time when activities are more directed and
involve the staff.

Standards 9 and 10 and Annex A are also relevant to the play arena. Standard 9 requires staff
to actively promote equality of opportunity and anti discriminatory practice for all children;
provision should be carefully organised and monitored to ensure all children have access to
the full range of activities. Standard 10 highlights the need for staff awareness that some
children have special needs or disabilities and are proactive in ensuring that their needs are
met.

Annex A sets out the alternative criteria applicable to Open Access schemes and notes that
“children attending open access schemes have a right to play in a safe and suitable
environment. This is best achieved where staff with appropriate training and experience in
playwork actively plan to ensure that children are not put at risk. Staff plan a programme of
activities and take account of children’s own preferences and choices”.

Analysis of Progress

Advice from OFSTED indicates that as yet, no information is available concerning progress
in implementing the National Standards including Standard 3. Data from the first batch of
inspections, which is currently underway, is likely to be available later in 2002.

THE NATIONAL CHILDCARE STRATEGY

Within the National Childcare Strategy, which was launched in May 1998, the role of play is
acknowledged as important, especially in the early years which should be a time for children
“to have fun and gain the confidence to learn through play, through exploration and through a
developing sense of their own selves in relation to others” (Children and Young People’s
Unit, 2001).

The Strategy consists of a range of measures to increase the range of childcare services, to
raise quality and to make these services more affordable. A key part of the strategy has been
to integrate early education and childcare and to put in place a framework for inspection and
training. By releasing considerable amounts of start up funding through the New
Opportunities Fund, the strategy has also sought to increase the amount of out of school
childcare provision and therefore to improve access.

An expansion of the Strategy was announced early in 2001 (Children and Young People’s
Unit, 2001), so that current aims are to:
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e Create childcare places for 1.6 million children by 2004, with a threefold increase in the
budget

¢ Direct funding to disadvantaged areas, by establishing up to 900 neighbourhood
nurseries, dveloping 000 out-of-school hours childcare places and recruiting 25,000
childminders

e To invest a further £16 million to support children with special educational needs and
disabilities

Analysis of Progress with Regard to Play Provision

An evaluation of progress in implementing the National Childcare Strategy with regard to the
provision of play opportunities is currently being undertaken by the DfES. Information
arising from this evaluation should be available shortly.

With regard to other work appraising progress in implementing the Strategy, analysis by
Megan Pacey, Policy Officer of the Daycare Trust (2000), has highlighted concerns that the
Strategy is driven by the need to provide opportunities for parents to work or study and as
such, key groups of families could miss out. These include children of unemployed parents
and children in refugee families. Pacey’s work also raises concerns about access to provision
by parents who are students and families living in rural areas where services are “scarce and
difficult to access”.
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SECTION C: THE VALUE OF PLAY: THE INDIVIDUAL CHILD

OVERVIEW

This section begins by providing a summary of the literature outlining the importance of play.
To the extent that it is generic, it applies to all children, not just to those of school age. Much
of this material has traditionally focused on individual benefits — however more recent works
have taken a different perspective and looked more at the benefits to society in general.

“Play is an essential part of every child’s life and vital to processes of human development. It provides the
mechanism for children to explore the world around them and the medium through which skills are
developed and practised. It is essential for physical, emotional and spiritual growth, intellectual and
educational development, and acquiring social and behavioural skills”’ (Charter for Children’s Play 1998)

“Play is used a broad term which covers a wide range of activities and behaviours which may serve a
variety of purposes according to the age of the child” (Bennett et al, 1997)

“Play looks deceptively simple... but there many different kinds of play.... Play touches on every aspect of
development and learning...” (Rogers & Sawyer, 1988)

“All children play. Play is a universal process, most evident in the young. Like the processes of eating,
sleeping and procreation, play is easily recognised but not well understood. Every major reference to
children since the dawn of time has recognised its crucial role in childhood. Without play there are no arts,
no sport, no games. It is argued that it is the most powerful tool of all in developing understanding of the
social and physical environment” (Rennie in Barrett, 1991)

Defining play

As the above quotes illustrate, there is widespread acceptance of the positive effects of play
and there is a considerable amount of literature on the various dimensions of play, giving
different definitions and taken from a variety of perspectives. These include child
psychology and child psychotherapy, human geography, anthropology and studies of
children’s folklore.

However, as Coalter & Taylor (2001) note, “because of the comprehensive and complex
nature of the claims for the developmental/learning outcomes of play, it is generally accepted
that a single definition is neither necessary nor sufficient to capture such multi-
dimensionality”. This theme is also the starting point of the review of the forms and possible
functions of play by Pellegrini and Smith (1998), who also suggest that “one of the most
commonly agreed upon definitional criteria for play is that it does not seem to serve any
apparent immediate purpose”.

Unfortunately it is this variety, and the notion that it is the ‘means rather than the ends’ which
are important, which lie at the root of some of the problems in providing robust evidence as
to the value of play — or in actually agreeing what data is appropriate to be considered
(Cattanach, 1998, whose paper raises concerns about ‘mechanistic’ views towards play).

This is despite the fact that its importance in childhood, in particular during the pre-school
period, is widely accepted and has been extensively written about — again however, with
much of the focus being on the pre-school and younger end of the child population.

Section C: The Value of Play: the Individual Child 14




The Planning and Location of Play Provision in England: A Literature Review

Historical Theories of Play

Some writers have recognised two basic viewpoints towards the importance of play — one that
says it is a preparation for the future and the other, that it is an adjustment to the present
(Sutton-Smith, in Goldstein, 1994). Others have identified play as reflecting different
developmental stages which children pass through, whilst others have identified different
basic forms of play — for example, Moyles, who identifies physical play, intellectual play and
social/emotional play. In much of the literature, the idea of play evolving into gradually more
sophisticated forms as the child matures is evident.

According to Bruce (1997), historically play was originally seen as a break from work;
another early theory saw it as the way that children “let off steam from the pressure that work
builds up inside them”. Gradually however, from the 1920s onwards, interest in childhood
play grew and it became increasingly seen as helping children to learn. Sigmund Freud’s
work was a significant influence highlighting the emotional aspects of childhood play, with
play being recognized as one way in which children could learn to control their feelings and
to deal with anxieties and conflicts.

Bruce notes that “as it was gradually realised that emotional and social development are
helped by play, those interested in young children began to understand that play also helps
children to think”. Piaget’s theories of how children take in and make sense of experiences,
took the understanding of children’s play a stage further in the 1940s, with much greater
attention then shifting to the importance of play in encouraging cognitive development.

Roger and Sawyer’s analysis of the importance of play in children’s lives (1988) suggests
that play is an important element of children’s motivation and therefore participation in
society. They suggest that:

e Children cannot be passive recipients of play and that since they are actively involved,
this encourages autonomous thinking

e Play provides the opportunities to develop the skills of active environment building

e Play provides children with the chance to turn passive experiences — things that have been
done to them — into activity. It provides a repertoire of experiences

With regard to the importance of play helping cognitive development, they note that:
e Play is an active form of learning that unites the mind, body and spirit

e Play provides the opportunity to practice new skills and functions

e Play allows children to consolidate previous learning

e Play allows children to retain their playful attitudes, a learning set which contributes to
flexibility in problem-solving

e Play develops creative and aesthetic appreciation
¢ Play enables them to learn about learning — through curiosity, invention, persistence

e Play reduces the pressure or tension that otherwise is associated with having to achieve or
needing to learn

e Play provides a minimum of risks and penalties for mistakes
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From the literature on play, Rogers and Sawyer also identify four other areas where play is
important: in encouraging children to develop problem-solving skills; in supporting their
language development and literacy, in developing their social skills and in expressing their
emotions.

With regard to problem solving, they cite research from the early 1980s comparing children
allowed free play to solve a problem, those given a demonstration and those given no activity
at all. This suggested that the children in the free play group consistently outperformed the
other groups — although caution is noted in such data given the differences unaccounted for in
terms of children’s behavioural styles and personalities. With regard to the development of
language and literacy, they note that “children’s first attempts to read and write frequently
occur during play”.

In terms of the acquisition of social skills encouraged through play, they suggest that this is
probably the least controversial and widely agreed upon area. They explain that it is through
pretend play that children learn to understand more than one viewpoint, and the views of
others; that play encourages group co-operation, social participation and impulse control
where the games/play involves rules. (Again however, no evidence is actually presented).

In Best Play (NPFA, 2000) the importance of play in a number of areas of children’s lives is
summarized, namely that:

e Play has an important role to play in learning — “play complements schooling by
providing an opportunity for children to review and absorb and to give personal meaning
to what they learn in formal educational settings”; play is important particularly in the
way that it helps children to acquire “not specific information but a general (mind) set
towards solving problems”

e Play is central to the development of good physical and mental health; the physical
activity involved in most play provides exercise, encourages co-ordination and develops
skills for the growing child. With respect to mental health, “many of the attributes
enhanced by play are found to be helpful to developing resilience...” (to stressful life
events)

e Play offers opportunities for testing boundaries and exploring risk.

The National Playing Fields Association summary also suggests that play has a number of
benefits which develop over time, including that it helps to foster children’s independence
and self-esteem; develops children’s respect for others; increases children’s knowledge and
promotes children’s creativity.

Key texts on play and child development
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More Recent Perspectives on the Importance of Play

In addition to individual benefits to the child, both Best Play and Realising the Potential: The
Case for Cultural Services include discussion of the wider benefits of play which go beyond
the individual child and relate more to the family and local community. These issues are
explored further in the following section. These reports also discuss the adverse
consequences of play deprivation, which could from one perspective, prove the benefits of

play.

With regard to the adverse effects of play deprivation, the National Playing Fields
Association report notes that children could be affected in the following ways:

e They could have poorer ability in motor tasks

e They could show lower levels of physical activity

e They could show a poorer ability to deal with stressful or traumatic situations
e Their abilities to assess and manage risks could be curtailed

e Poorer social skills could result, leading to difficulties in negotiating social situations
such as conflict.

The report gives details of some research undertaken in Zurich in 1995 (Huttenmoser and
Degan-Zimmermann, 1995) which suggested that a lack of play opportunities, coupled with
parental concerns about motor traffic, resulted in considerable isolation of some families; that
parents tended to accompany their children more often which impeded their opportunities to
make friends with other children and to become independent of their parents. When starting
at kindergarten, such children, who had been deprived of the opportunity to play freely near
their home showed less advanced social and motor development than their peers who had
been able to play out freely.

Again caution is needed in that whilst interesting, the study was based on a small sample of
families. A number of other factors such as cultural differences amongst the mothers, and
their ability to speak German, may also have been an important influence on the study
findings.

HEALTH BENEFITS AND PLAY

Literature on this dimension of play suggests that there are two main areas of benefit:

e The physical activity involved in energetic play is traditionally recognised as of benefit to
children in terms of providing exercise. This aspect is especially topical given the current
widespread concerns about children leading more sedentary life-styles and increased rates
of obesity (Dietz, 2001; Crespo et al, 2001). It also links to the concerns about the
increasing restrictions placed on children in terms of the opportunities for them to explore
freely and to play away from home (McKendrick and Bradford, 1999; Furedi, 2000).

e Play can enhance the mental health of children and young people. Again this is relevant
given current concerns about greatly increased rates of mental health problems among
young people (Meltzer et al, 2000).
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Physical Activity and Mobility

The adverse physical consequences of decreasing mobility among children and young people,
and a decline in active outdoor play, are explored in the work of Wheway and Millward
(1997). They note that this shift has had a measurable detrimental effect on children’s
physical health and that low levels of fitness have been identified by bodies such as the
Sports Council and the Chartered Society of Physiotherapy.

In addition, Wheway and Millward cite other research undertaken by the Policy Studies
Institute (Hillman et al, 1990) in the early 1990s which suggests that decreased mobility may
adversely affect children’s social and creative health — that independent mobility has been
found to be important in promoting self-esteem, a sense of identity and the ability to take
responsibility for oneself. This data was gathered by the Policy Studies Institute through a
survey of children and parents from 10 schools (5 primary and 5 secondary) from 5 areas of
England and replicated an earlier Policy Studies Institute survey undertaken in 1971. In
addition, the 1990 study also included a survey of a similar sample of schools in Germany.

Caution is needed in interpreting research data on the benefits of sport and physical activity
as supporting the need for play, since clearly such activities may not be the same.
Nevertheless, research has shown that there are strong links between health status and
physical activity, sport practice and level of fitness, including during childhood and
adolescence (Ferron ef al, 1999). Research has also indicated the potentially negative long-
term consequences of a sedentary life-style and is increasingly suggesting that involvement in
physical activity is a protective factor against stress, depression and risk-taking behaviours
such as drug use (Ferron et al).

The study by Mulvihill and colleagues (2000, which draws on the extensive 1998 work by
Biddle Young People and Health Enhancing Physical Activity — Evidence and Implications
for the then Health Education Authority) states that physical activity is widely recognised as
an important health behaviour in childhood, providing benefits for both physical and
psychological well-being. Physical benefits include positive effects for blood pressure and
on preventing obesity. Psychological effects include enhanced psychological well-being,
reduced symptoms of depression and anxiety and increased self-esteem.

The study also notes that young people in the UK have become more sedentary over the last
fifty years and that among primary school children, levels of physical activity are declining.
Previous research also indicates a further decline as children grow older, especially among
girls. However in terms of more interpretive studies to understand this trend, Mulvihill
reports a noticeable deficit, with the majority of studies in the UK focusing on children’s
involvement in sport rather than in physical activity more broadly defined. The few studies
that do exist however suggest that physical activity is viewed positively by children, and in a
1998 study of children aged 8-10 years, that the concept of ‘being well” was commonly
associated with being physically active and doing things.

In order to address this deficit in interpretive information, Mulvihill and colleagues undertook
an in-depth qualitative study across five sites in England to examine the factors influencing
children’s involvement in physical activity. 60 children and 38 parents were interviewed.

The study found very positive attitudes among the children interviewed towards physical
activities, although their involvement in such activities is influenced by perceived enjoyment
and of it being fun.
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Crucially the study found that parents appear to play a central role in determining levels of
physical activity and that a lack of facilities and play areas was a concern for many parents,
which in turn affects the levels of physical activities engaged in by their child. Such findings
clearly support the need for opportunities for physical play to be properly considered within
the planning of local parks and recreational resources and indicate that such provision would
be viewed positively and thus likely to be used by children.

In terms of other research identified on the health benefits of play, Moyles (2001) makes
reference to physical play promoting a feeling of general well-being, and cites the findings of
Wetton (1988) that “children who are physically healthy are more able to function properly in
intellectual and social interchange”. However, no supporting data of Wetton’s findings for
this assertion is presented.

Physical Activity and its Effects on Brain Development

Most recently, new work on the effects of physical activity is also indicating that more
sedentary lifestyles among children may be adversely affecting their academic performance
and that by increasing levels of physical activity, academic performance can be stimulated
(Berliner, 2001). This research, which is still in its infancy, is based on the premise that
increased physical activity increases blood flow to the brain, which when coupled with
learning tasks, causes the formation of dendrites and thus increases the neural pathways
within the brain.

A variety of school-based projects which have introduced more physical activity into the
school day have reported positively on the effects of these changes in terms of children being
more alert, gaining better scores in government Sats tests and in some schools, less truancy
and bad behaviour (Berliner, 2001) — results which are likely to attract more detailed
research attention in the future and which may have an important contribution to make to the
play arena.

American research more specifically focused on play but based on animal subjects has
reported a “strong positive link between brain size and playfulness” (Furlow, 2001). One
study, prompted by the observation that play seemed confined to the most intelligent animals,
examined the behaviour and brain size of marsupials and found that playful species had
bigger brain sizes for their body size in comparison to less playful species.

Such findings have lead to a variety of theories that play has a vital role in particular phases
of brain development and in promoting cognitive development - that “play creates a brain
that has greater behavioural flexibility and improved potential for learning later in life”.
Again this is an area of increasing research interest that may in time produce robust data
concerning the effects of human play activity.

Mental Health

Finally, in terms of promoting the mental health of children and young people, research by
the Mental Health Foundation (1999a) highlights the importance of children being able to
play and take risks and to use their own initiative. It is also essential for them to have
opportunities to practise making and consolidating friendships and to deal with conflict — the
basic skills needed in order to become ‘emotionally literate’, which increases their resilience
to mental health problems (Mental Health Foundation, 1999b).
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The Bright Futures report, which is based on an extensive gathering of over 1000 pieces of
evidence drawn from professionals, parents and young people, refers to earlier work
undertaken by the Foundation (Listening to Children, 1998) where young people talked of the
importance of personal achievement for their well-being. The growth of out-of-school care
and the importance of play in these settings is also highlighted. This may “provide children
with opportunities to take part in recreational activities which may otherwise be denied to
them — commonly involving children in creative artwork, physical activities, music, sport and
drama”.

This suggests another aspect of play in supporting mental health, that of providing enriching
experiences that may help to develop children’s emotional and social skills and may reduce
the risk of them developing mental health problems later on. This theme is also to a limited
extent picked up on in Gilligan’s review of factors that may promote resilience (2000) where
mention is made of “spare time experiences” (identified by Gilligan as including cultural
pursuits, the care of animals, sport, help and volunteering, and part-time work, though
interestingly, not specifically play) in helping to foster feelings of self-esteem and self-
efficacy.

Despite these general positive points however, again no detailed research on how play may
contribute to the mental well-being of school-age children was identified during this search of
the literature. Much of the focus of existing studies has been on the use of play therapy
techniques with children experiencing emotional and behavioural difficulties - not therefore
play as defined for the purposes of this review.

This omission is also reflected in recent DfES guidance on promoting children’s mental
health within school settings (DfES, 2001). Here no mention is made of the potentially
valuable role of play save for a brief reference to playground interventions which may help
children with emotional and behavioural difficulties engaging with other children at
playtimes and of the use of role-play, games and stories to enhance students’ understanding
of others” within a curriculum using materials to promote positive behaviour.
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Summary of review findings — health and play

In the health field, much of the existing research has been focused on levels of physical activity and on
sport. Such activities may not be the same at all as play freely chosen by the child and therefore
considerable caution is needed in interpreting the benefits identified in these studies in terms of play.
Nevertheless research indicates positive views among children and young people towards undertaking
physical activities — but that a lack of local play facilities may be one reason why children are unable to
participate

New research on brain activity based on animals is suggesting that play may activate higher cognitive
processes and that there may be links between brain building and play. Other research, on physical
activity levels, is also examining the effects on brain formation. Both are likely to stimulate further
research which may shed valuable light on the importance of play, but as yet the data is limited

In the mental health field, the importance of unsupervised play enabling children to take risks, to think
through decisions and to gain in self-confidence, has been emphasised (Mental Health 