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THE VALUE OF PLAY

The Play Context

Children’s play is innate, an inborn and natural activity. Every child needs to play and has
the right to play. However, opportunities to play are often limited by external factors
such as discrimination, the effects of disability or special needs, insufficient space,
environmental and social conditions, and lack of access to play provision.

The situation is not helped by the fact that play is an activity with many differing
interpretations and in the way it is defined and perceived. Play is such a complex and
multi-faceted phenomena, that finding a universally agreed definition for it has proved
elusive. Below are just some of the many definitions that have been offered in an attempt
to explain play:

“The right to play is the child’s first claim on the community. Play is nature’s
training for life. No community can infringe that right without doing deep and
enduring harm to the bodies and minds of its citizens.”

(Lloyd George, 1926)

“Play is to the child work, thought, art and relaxation and cannot be pressed into any
single formula. It expresses a child’s relation to himself and to his environment and
without adequate opportunity for play, normal and satisfactory emotional
development is not possible.”

(Lowenfield, 1935)

“Play has the greatest value for the child when it is really free and his own.”
(Isaacs, 1968)

In summary, the key features of play are that it is freely-chosen, self-directed and
intrinsically motivated, (Hughes 1990). It is a process rather than a produce, and most
importantly, it is fun. Children do not play because it has educational value, but simply
because they enjoy it. Nonetheless, it is exactly for this reason that play is such a
valuable tool for learning.

“Play is a process by which children learn and come to terms with the social and
physical environments - not the end produce of what they do. The confusion between
the means and the end is one of the major impediments in understanding and
providing for play . . . children who have the opportunities for good quality play
appear to develop a greater creativity, a greater flexibility of approach to problem
solving, to have better social skills and to be physically healthier than those children
who are deprived of play opportunities. The opportunity to develop through activities
which promote the process of play is as essential to the full and healthy development
of children as ‘taught’ learning. Yet it is a form of learning which is largely ignored
and unrecognised.”

(Heseltine and Holborn, 1987)

Indeed, adults often fail to recognise the value of play, regarding it as trivial and far
removed from formal education and learning. However, children are already well
developed socially, emotionally and physically before they even enter the classroom.
Much of the development, learning and preparation for life has occurred through the
medium of play.
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children are still the major users of the outdoor environment. At an early age gardens are
an important play area, but from the age of 7, more use is made of the wider
environment. The average distance travelled to play is 196 metres (alone), 425 metres
(with friends) and 1,200 metres (with adults). From the age of about 9, children will play
\ unaccompanied by an adult. Due to its proximity to home, and in the absence of specific
| play areas, the street tends to be the most popular play area. However, little attention is
| given to the design of streets and housing developments, and spaces for play have been
consumed as traffic takes precedence over children and new housing encroaches on
available green space. Recent research funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation
(undertaken by a PlayBoard PDS Consultant) has found that the child’s access to the
environment has shrunk ninefold in the past twenty years across the UK. PlayBoard
believes this to be even higher in the case of Northern Ireland:-

Play in Northern Ireland takes place in a unique environment in that all aspects of life are
| impinged on by the political situation in the region. Issues such as play provision tended

to be neglected because of pressure on resources or maintaining civil order. Such an
environment impacts on children’s lives in a number of ways. Increasing urbanisation and
the concentration of the troubles in these areas resulted in the children most at risk

/ having least opportunity for safe outdoor play. Consequently, play in Northern Ireland

| has more than often been provided in a reactive and problem solving way, particularly in

‘/ areas of identified social need. It is essential to recognise that there should certainly be

specialist provision in areas of need, but also that all children engage in play. Any policy

or provision should therefore be generalist in nature.

Play For All Children

Children learn from an early age about gender, culture, race, disability, and because of

! the political history of Northern Ireland , sectarianism. As children grow and develop

| their attitudes become more concrete and by the age of about 9 years, they will have

' acquired the values that will stay with them for the rest of their lives. Consequently,
negative, stereotypical images of other individuals or groups may also be absorbed. It is

| therefore essential that play opportunities are designed to include and create positive

| images of all members of society.

‘ The Impact of Play on Peace and Reconciliation

'l. PlayBoard argues that children have been the most adversely affected victims of thirty

| years of political and sectarian violence in Northern Ireland. Access to their environment
\ has been shut down for their physical safekeeping therefore closing down their ability to
| interact and learn from the world around them. We have not even assessed the mental

\ health impact of the fact that over 70% of 9-11 year olds in Northern Ireland have

|  witnessed a bombing or shooting. No-one will argue the need to invest in children as a

\ means of securing a future for Northern Ireland.

\ Play has a crucial role to play in a healing process (PlayBoard has identified sectarian

| behaviour in the play activities of children as young as three) and is the one activity that
children will always choose as a first preference. It provides for leadership skills vital to

\ future positive politics and prosperity and is the single most successful factor in bringing
local communities together in a lobbying role. It has a significant impact therefore not
just for bringing children together but also parents working together for our children.

|In terms of environment, play provision can enhance the physical environment in local
‘communities and makes an effective contribution to regeneration of deprived
‘communities, another prerequisite for peace.

l 3






if)

v)

v)

vi)

vii)

viii)

xi)

Play Centres
Permanent indoor and outdoor facilities which offer a wide range of creative play

activities and employ play workers. They cater for different ages of children
throughout the day in the form of clubs such as those listed iv) to vii)

After-School Clubs

Creative play activities run by qualified playworkers a few hours after school.
This is open access facility where children have a choice as when they attend.
Whilst the club is used as a base, the children spend a great deal of time accessing
local parks, forests and other arts, educational and creative community events and
venues.

PlayCare Schemes

A structured environment providing play and care for a group of registered
children, both prior to and after school hours. The same emphasis is put on quality
play activities offered by play workers, but there is also a ‘care’. Role and therefore
children cannot choose to leave. Children are taken to and picked up from school
by play workers, and cared for until their parents collect them after work. This
service is to enable and encourage parents to remain in or enter into employment.
A PlayCare Initiative for Northern Ireland is currently being implemented by
PlayBoard as a Childhood Fund Partner under the PEACE Fund.

Play Schemes
Provided mostly in the summer months and they tend to be temporary in nature,

use whatever space or premises are available, and concentrate on creative activities,
sports and day-trips.

Saturday Clubs
Provide a similar service to the above, specifically on Saturday mornings and on a
more permanent basis.

Mobile Pla
Provided by buses or vans which travel to groups of children who have limited or

no play provision in their local area. Buses are resourced and staffed like play
centres and provide valuable, cost effective play opportunities to children who
might otherwise not have access to play.

Leisure Activities / Sports
Mostly take the form of organised sports clubs in leisure centres.

Play Days / Fetes
One-off ‘play-days’ which offer fun play activities; often in parks and open to all
members of the community.

Open Farms
A staffed permanent facility. Often working farms are run by members of the local

community. They offer educational and play activities and the opportunity to
experience / observe animals and other aspects of the natural environment.
S
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About PlayBoard....

PlayBoard is the lead play agency for children in Northem
Ireland. It works to improve the quality of children's lives by
increasing their opportunities to play. From a standpoint that
asserts the child's right to play, PlayBoar4 has for the past
thirteen years campaigned, lobbied, raised awareness,
developed partnerships and created models of excellence in
an attempt to put play on the agenda of policy makers and

resource providers. " on

PloyBoord. .
creates quality play environments for children as models of excellence

¢ develops quality PlayCare in deprived communities, giving children play
opportunities while their mothers return to training or work.

e trains playworkers and all those who work with children as highly skilled, valued
professionals

e campaigns for a better quality of life for children in Northem Ireland

¢ has developed the groundbreaking ‘Games not Names’ initiative, aimed at
confronting sectarianism in children's lives

¢ provides an information hot-line giving advice to people who wish to enhance
children’s lives in Northem Ireland.

e acts as an adviser to govemment and the European Commission on the needs of
school-age children

About Play....

There is strong evidence to suggest that there is a lot more going on than ‘meets the
eye'. Play clearly plays a fundamental and integral role in healthy development. It is
essential for physical and emotional growth, intellectual and educational
development and acquiring social and behavioural skills.

e Physical play has a direct impact on fitness, strengthening bones, aiding
emotional health and increasing the capacity of the cardiovascular system.

e Social and co-operative play enables
children to learn communication,
negotiation and listening skills, helping
them develop self esteem and confidence

e Creative and experimental play involves
children learning how and why things work.
Children absorb information and critically
examine the adult world. By doing, risking
and failing in play, children learn how to
deal with their environment and to
understand their abilities and limitations.







A QUALITY MODEL IN PLAY

INTRODUCTION

PlayBoard argues that children have probably been the most adversely affected victims of
the ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland. Over 70% of children between the ages of 9 and 11 years
have witnessed a shooting or explosion, which may explain evidence which suggests that
children in Northern Ireland are more aggressive than their GB counterparts (Joepard 1991).

If we consider the impact of a violent society on children within a general context, during the
last 20 years children's access to the environment across the UK has shrunk ninefold
(Rowntree Trust 1997) we begin to grasp the importance of ‘planned’ space for children.

THE PROPOSAL

PlayBoard wishes to develop a quality environmental playground for children in the greater
Belfast area which would serve as a centre of excellence in play provision. The playground
would provide children with play which is “freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically
motivated” (Hughes 1984) and would facilitate the gearing up of positive stimulation which 30
years of violence has narrowed for children here.

This project will impact on the following objectives:

# development of health living centres - a truly innovative approach

m leaming opportunities for children out-of-school hours - “learning through experience”

B ‘Well into 2000’ strategy for Northern Ireland - healthy nations begin with healthy children
B training resource for playworkers

B rehabilitation of children as a crucial part of the Northern Ireland peace process

THE PLAYGROUND

This playground is intended to be an environmental haven with a series of natural challenges
for children. Approximately two acres are required for landscaping to include water (a
waterfall or river), sand and natural obstacles.

PlayBoard would obviously undertake a comprehensive consultation exercise in developing
appropriate provision and would avail of expertise within the organisation and Play
Development Services to undertake the work.

CONCLUSION

Every child has the right to play. Every child needs to play to develop physically, mentally,
intellectually and socially. The lack of play opportunities for children, particularly in urban
areas, is closing down children's access to play and therefore their ability to leamn for life.

Because of children’s need to play, children will play anywhere, regardless of safety. This

project intends to provide an alternative to what currently exists and will be a demonstration
model for future environmental space for children in Northern Ireland.

PlayBoard

WORKING FOR TI.'IE CHILD'S RIGHT TO PLAY




Playing for Peace - The PlayCare Initiative

The Impact of Play on Peace and Reconciliation

PlayBoard argues that children have been the most adversely affected victims of 30
years of political and sectarian violence in Northern Ireland. Access to their
environment has been shut down for their physical safekeeping, therefore closing down
their ability to interact and learn from the world around them. We have not even
assessed the mental health impact of the fact that over 70% of 9-11 year olds in
Northemn Ireland have witnessed a bombing or shooting. No-one will argue the need to
invest in children as a means of securing a future for Northern Ireland.

Play has a crucial role to play in a healing process (PlayBoard has identified sectarian
behaviour in the play activities of children as young as three), and is the one activity
that children will always choose as a first preference. It provides for leadership skills
vital to future positive policies and prosperity, and is the single most successful factor in
bringing local communities together in a lobbying role. It has a significant impact
therefore, not just for bringing children together, but also parents working together for

our children.

The opportunity to provide for children’s play came with the announcement of the
European Union Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation, a welcome
opportunity to improve the quality of life for children, women and other excluded groups
in Northern Ireland. In recognition of PlayBoard'’s standing and expertise in the field of
play, the Department of Economic Development commissioned PlayBoard in 1996 to
develop an infrastructure for the development of out-of-school PlayClubs across
Northem Ireland. The resulting PlayCare Initiative established almost 100 PlayClubs,
and places for over 2000 children in priority areas of need throughout the Province,
specifically in areas of high deprivation and unemployment and those most adversely
affected by twenty-eight years of the ‘Troubles’.

The clubs established have the dual purpose of allowing mothers the chance to access
training, employment and educational opportunities safe in the knowledge that their
children are being cared for in a quality, affordable, safe and structured setting for out-
of-school play. The PlayClubs are all locally-based, allowing children to remain and
play in the local community. The PlayClubs are also community-led, assisting with the
regeneration of often deprived and run-down areas and giving people a sense of pride
in their own area. As well as allowing local parents to access employment, education
and training opportunities - often for the first time, the establishment of the PlayClubs
has also created local employment opportunities for people wishing to work in the
PlayCare field. In this way, PlayBoard have been at the forefront of the creation of a
playwork industry in Northern Ireland.

Amongst the principles which govern the
day-to-day running of the PlayClubs is

PL AE AIRE the commitment to quality. From the
outset of the project, the aim was to
INITIATIVE establish an infrastructure of out-of-

school PlayClubs of distinction, with the
emphasis on quality, not quantity.




Another principle which govems every aspect of the operation of the PlayClubs is a
commitment to community relations guidelines and principles of equal opportunities.
This is crucial, as twenty-eight years of sectarian violence and hatred has taken its toll
on all members of the community in Northern Ireland, including children. PlayBoard's
publication ‘Games Not Names’has become the driving force behind community
relations work for play providers in Northern Ireland, provides guidelines for those
working with children on how to deal with sectarian behaviour which may arise in a play
or childcare environment. The PlayClubs have become a model of good community
relations practice and provide a haven in this divided society for children of all religions
to meet and play together, often for the first time.

The benefits to parents, and particularly mothers, of the PlayCare Initiative are obvious,
with women being given equal access to the labour market and peace of mind that their
children are being well cared for. The benefits to children are also great, with kids
being able to participate in freely-chosen play activities in a safe environment,
protected from the problems which urbanisation, increased traffic levels and reduced
play space have created.

However, the establishment of PlayClubs has demonstrated further benefits. Earlier
this year, PlayBoard conducted an informal evaluation of the PlayCare Initiative to
determine whether parents have noticed changes in the educational attainment,
behaviour and attitudes of their children since they started attending a PlayClub. The
findings were extremely encouraging, as no less than 100% of parents felt that their
child had benefited from PlayCare. Specifically, the survey found that parents had
noticed marked improvements in their child’s academic achievement, concentration,
confidence, and general, creative and social behaviour.

The success of the PlayCare Initiative in terms of providing quality play opportunities
for children as well as helping parents back to work resulted in PlayBoard being
awarded more funds to distribute in the European Union’s second tranche, which was
announced earlier this year. This gives PlayBoard the opportunity to consolidate
funding for existing clubs as well as open another 15 new PlayClubs. Another major
challenge for the agency is that of developing links with employers. PlayBoard is
actively encouraging employers to review their employment practices in an attempt to
help them become more ‘family-friendly’. The agency is also working to encourage
employers to buy childcare places in PlayClubs for the children of their employees. At
the time of writing, we have three key employers pledging their support for the Initiative
and PlayBoard is working to develop and strengthen the agency’s pantnership with
these employers.




A QUALITY MODEL IN PLAY

INTRODUCTION
PlayBoard argues that children have probably been the most adversely affected victims of the
.roubles’ in Northern Ireland. Over 70% of children between the ages of 9 and 11 years have
itnessed a shooting or explosion, which may explain evidence which suggests that children in
Northern Ireland are more aggressive than their GB counterparts (Joepard 1991).

Almost thirty years of sectarian violence and hatred has taken its toll on all members of the
community in Northern Ireland. However, PlayBoard argues that children have been the most
adversely affected victims of political and sectarian violence in Northern Ireland:

e in some areas, extreme polarisation of the two main communities has resulted in physical
segregation of the population along religious lines

e access to their environment has been shut down for their physical safety, closing down their
ability to interact with others and learn from the world around them

e research has shown that children in the Province have experienced terrorism to an
extraordinarily high level, with over 90% of 9-11 year olds having observed a hi-jacked vehicle
burning, more than 50% having seen ‘people shooting guns’ and around 30% having
witnessed a bomb explosion (Joepard 1991)

e PlayBoard has identified sectarian behaviour in the play activities of children as young as
three years old

Children are our future and play has a crucial role to play in the healing process. By

experimenting, making and doing things children learn how and why things work. By doing, trying,

risk taking and failing, children how to deal with their environment and to grasp their abilities and
itations.

PlayBoard has for the past eight years undertaken action research and training on the impact of
violence and sectarianism on our children as manifest in their play behaviour. The agency has
explored the therapeutic value of play as a tool for working with traumatised children and
developed a concept of an environmental play space. The play space must be owned, designed
and developed by children for children. This play space does not aim to de-sectarianise
children but to facilitate their ability to play out their negative experiences through play and to
work out their own identities.

THE PLAY SPACE

This play space is intended to be an environmental haven with a series of natural challenges for
children. Approximately two acres will be designed by children working with specialist
playworkers and should include all the natural elements of life (a waterfall or river, sand, animal
life etc). The environmental space should reflect the evolutionary process of which play forms an
integral part. It will be staffed by trained playworkers who will facilitate the child's natural play
instincts.

BENEFITS

is environmental haven for children will ensure that for the first time in Northern Ireland we can
‘ectively observe the therapeutic impact of play on children. Consequently we can develop
strategies to facilitate children’'s own exploration of their identity and to feel truly free to create an
environment in which they feel safe, giving them the confidence to take ownership of a future
peaceful Northern Ireland. This play space will allow PlayBoard to share expertise with all those
who work with children in any violent society throughout the world.



Games

O‘Name s

Reflecting PlayBoard’s
commitment to anti-discriminatory
practice in children’s play

‘Games Not Names’ is a reflection of PlayBoard’s long-standing commitment to eradicating sectarianism
in childrens’ lives and to promoting quality play opportunities for all. PlayBoard’s experience shows that
sectarianism is endemic in society and is polluting the lives of children. Drawing on research which
suggest that many children are influenced by sectarianism even before they reach school age, ‘Games Not
Names’ explores the potential dangers of sectarianism in the play of children. The publication also
provides guidelines for those working with children on how to deal with sectarian issues and behaviour

which may arise.

‘Games Not Names’ examines issues such as sectarianism, stereotypes, the importance of promoting
community relations with primary school-age children, the role of play in combating sectarianism and

good policy guidelines for playworkers.

The publication is only one element of PlayBoard’s ground breaking initiative in anti-discriminatory
practice, which includes training for playworkers and research into the impact of sectarianism on children.

PlayBoard have received many messages of support for the document, including:

“lam delighted 10 support Games Not Names

-1 hope the document is used extensively by
all who work with children in Northern [reland.
The guidelines show what every plavscheme
can do 1o improve community relations™

Tony Worthington MP,
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State

“There can be no doubt that sectarian divisions

within our society have a fundamental effect on
children. This is a serious issue that must not
be ignored. Forthis reason I warmly welcome
the publication of Games Not Names ... this is
of immeasurable importance as our future is
determined by the children of today™

Ronnie Flanaghan,
Chief Constable RUC

"I welcome any initiative which helps promaoie
communtty relations. 1t holds out the prospect of a
new generation free from the tensions which blight
our society. PlavBoard and the CRC are to be
congratulated on putting in place one of the
building blocks for that better future™

Sir George Quigley, NI Economic Council

“Games Not Names reflects the importance which
PlaxBoard places on positivie play enviromments

Jor children, [ree from sectarianism and

discrimination. | congratulate PlavBoard for its

continued work on anti-discriminatory practice ...
and recommend the use of this publication for all
working with children™

Geoffrey Martin,
Head of the EC’s Representation in the UK

For further information on the “Games Not Names”
publication, please contact Caroline Mills, Information
Officer. For information on associated training, contact

Mary Ann Hambly, PDS Co-ordinator on (01232)
560010.

WORKING FOR L/ THE CHILD'S RIGHT TO PLAY

PlayBoard
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