Fair Play : ECF draft response

ADD ECF statement

1 Is this the right national vision and set of aims for play in England?

The Early Childhood Forum (ECF) believes that play is critically important to children's development, healthy growth, well-being, creativity and ability to

learn. In line with the Early Years Foundation Stage, ECF believes that
'Play and exploration in early years settings means children are able to choose activities where they engage with other children or adults or sometimes play alone, and during those activities they learn through first hand experience - by actively 'doing'. They need sufficient space, time and choice with a range of activities, some of which have been planned and prepared by the practitioners on the basis of their observations of individual children's current interests, learning styles and stages of development.' 
ECF therefore welcomes the proposals in Fair Play and agrees that play should be central to children's everyday experiences in the early years and throughout
childhood and an integral part of wider policies.
The vision and aims are laudable but, as always, the proof will be in the implementation of these, especially for disabled children. Provision across the country is variable in its preparedness to implement the vision and aims. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991 requires the Government to promote and protect play opportunities for children of all ages ( Article 31) and it is good that it is doing so in this strategy. This should however be specifically mentioned and reference made to Articles 12 (listening to children's views) and 23 (rights of disabled children). ECF would be interested to know whether there was consultation with children with complex needs including communication difficulties (possibly through an advocate or intervenor) to gain their views. Equitable consultation should seek to engage all children.

Play is how children learn and they need as many and as wide a range of opportunities as possible for play at home, in settings and in parks and public places. ECF would also welcome broader exemplars of play, including alternative therapies such as rebound therapy, hydrotherapy which can be playful interactive experiences for children.
All play needs to be creative, accessible and inclusive for all children. Children should determine how they play and contribute their ideas to what can be offered. 
Natural and outdoor play is particularly important. 
ECF endorses the commitment to free play as described in 2.5 and play in the EYFS as outlined in 2.7. 
Risk taking is essential to children's play and should be recognised in the vision. Through taking risks in play children develop confidence, independence and resilience. Children of all ages need time to play and to reflect, to stand and stare and 'chill out'. They also need opportunities to play with sand, water and mud, to build structures and climb trees. Children learn to collaborate through playing with others and to problem solve by exploring and trying out. Children enjoy acting out experiences and playing out difficult situations in their lives. 
 2 Are the areas we have identified for action right? What other areas could be considered and what more could we do? 

ECF advocates that we need to ensure that every setting for young children has access to outdoor space and natural play areas suitable for disabled and non- disabled children. More provision is needed for under 5s, particularly in play spaces on or near housing estates and in parks. 
Parents need to receive information from a range of sources including children's centres and local authorities' advice centres and health centres. The information should clearly state where there will be a cost to the family. In most cases the provision should be free of charge.  Play should also be included in the Parenting Strategy to ensure parents understand the importance of play. 
ECF would welcome recognition of the role of the voluntary and community sector who are responsible for providing many play opportunities for children.
 3 Who is responsible for helping children to play, and what are they responsible for?

We are all responsible for helping children to play i.e. parents, practitioners, the local community, local authority officers, schools, Members of Parliament, councillors / policy makers, voluntary and community sector (VCS).  
Adults have a key role in helping children to play, but they must be sensitive play partners knowing when to support and extend children's play and when to withdraw. Many disabled children become dependent on adults to initiate play. Whilst this is inevitable, it is important that adults do not create a culture of adult dependency amongst those who have disabilities. Adults need training in how to support the play of individuals and groups of children with complex needs. Older people also have a positive contribution to make in engaging children in play.

Children as play partners are also vital. Encouraging children to play together is an important part of learning together. 

The local authority will need to play a vital role to embrace and embed the Government's vision.  This will include:
· Children & Young People’s Strategic Partnerships

· Chief Executive Officers

· Planning

· Housing

· Highways

· Children’s Services

· Integrated Youth Services

· Play Service

· Leisure Services

· Parks Service

· Children's Centres

· Extended Services

· Senior Local Authority Officers

Companies who provide equipment must also ensure that it is fully accessible and the cost is not unduly high.

Government can encourage employers to support families through more flexible working hours for parents/carers. 

Everyone, including senior managers and policy makers, and all those involved with young children need to respect children's right to play and understand the importance of play for children's development. All initial and ongoing training for those who work with children should include play. If adults support children playing and provision is made which meets children's needs then the aims of Fair Play will be achieved.

 4 How can schools best support play, both for their pupils and for their local communities?

It is not just a case of letting off steam (2.15) Children need to learn through play at all ages. One primary school  which has a resource base for children with a visual impairment is developing an outdoor space attached to every classroom in recognition that children need to continue to learn in different environments across the primary phase, not just in the Foundation Stage. Many special schools for children with learning difficulties already provide such features right across the age ranges. This approach would be consolidated if the review of Primary education being conducted by Jim Rose supports elements of EYFS pedagogy permeating KS1.

The role of special schools should not be overlooked. They often have specialist equipment and environments (sensory rooms, sensory gardens, large trampolines) both indoors and out which could be shared with a wider group of children and families outside school hours. Their play spaces and outdoor equipment could also be used on a wider community basis. This is particularly important as some equipment is very costly and use needs to be maximised in order to get best value. Similarly, equipment that ensures safe lifting and handling of children with limited mobility, e.g. hoists, is also available in special schools. Without such equipment the ability of children to access a wide range of play equipment can be severely reduced.

Schools can:

· Support play by providing stimulating play opportunities within the school environment.

· Provide training for all staff including



- Head teachers who should drive the agenda, with an in-depth 



understanding and total buy-in 


- School governors, included as part of the Local Authority school 


governors training.

· Support School Meal Supervisory Assistants, who play a vital role, by providing training for innovative play e.g. by ‘Take Five for Play’ NVQ Level 1 training programme.  

· Train staff on the benefits of risk taking in play. 

· Review the pay rates of SMSAs to reflect the standards required.

· Encourage more free play rather than structured play.  

· Remind adults of their own play experiences.

· Improve play areas in schools and provide more space in and out doors with less building and parking on school sites.  

5 What more could be done and in what settings to support disabled children to be able to play?

All settings should be accessible in the broadest sense. Training will play a major part in ensuring that play settings are accessible with everyone thinking more widely than physical accessibility. Government should challenge why equipment is so expensive for disabled children and fund more training for play workers to support disabled children.

Adequate transport arrangements must be in place to support any disabled child that needs to access play.

6 Are there groups of children who do not have opportunities to play and what could be done to help them?

There are a number of groups of children who do not have adequate access to play opportunities.  These include:

· Looked After Children

· Disabled children 

· Refugee and asylum seekers

· Travellers

· Children from risk adverse families

· Children from families on low income 

· Children from families who cannot access play on grounds of cultural and language

Increasing the amount of free provision will support the children listed above.  Often the cost of play provision is a prohibitor even if there is a concessionary rate. 

Aiming High for Disabled Children is moving in the right direction to support the joining up of services and general co-ordination of provision for disabled children.  Additional funding would enable Local Authorities to target services to other groups of children and young people as listed above.  

Play rangers in open spaces/parks will help children and their families ‘feel’ safe whilst playing. However, it is important to ensure that whatever is put in place is sustainable.

 7 What do parents and children see to be the biggest gap in the play facilities that are currently available to them?

Parents report that there is

· not enough space to play outdoors and close to home.

· not enough accessible play space for disabled children.

· not enough opportunity to be involved in planning. This would help to improve ownership and address conflicting interests.

· a lack of regular maintenance which leads to low usage of parks and open spaces.

· not enough stimulating play equipment.
· not sufficient adventure playgrounds for children of all ages.

· no one to go to if problems arise eg in parks.

· a need for cafe and toilet and changing facilities help families with different age children to enjoy time together. Play provision and equipment nearby needs to suit all ages.

In parks and open spaces children often do not want to distinguish the different play areas; they often want to play in any area.
Families who have a disabled child, particularly those with the most significant needs, report that access to mainstream leisure activities is the most difficult, such as attending their local swimming pool or Brownies. This may arise from lack of facilities or from a lack of confidence or understanding on the part of the provider. Parents report that they and their children often feel unwelcome or unsafe rather than physically excluded. One parent addressed the problem by turning her garden into a play space for her son - who had significant needs - then invited children from the neighbourhood in to play.

8 What can we do to make play spaces more appealing – particularly for children aged 8-13?

ECF believes that we should

· involve children and young people, families and the local community in developing play areas.

· have a national marketing campaign on television to make the public more aware of children's need to play.

· have more input from Government into curbing negative marketing on television and in the news.

· ensure that play for young and older children is central to the design of housing estates.

· use section 106 money to provide play facilities in and near new housing developments 

· involve play professionals in working with the local authority planning department. 

9 How can communities be best involved in the design and running of new play spaces?

Public consultation workshops are a good way of involving the local community including children and young people.  However, the key is to allow enough

flexibility and time for the consultation workshops to take place.
The aim of the workshops sessions should be to provide local people with a forum where they can view the plans and discuss them with Local Authority staff, children and young people and other users. They can be very successful if local people know they can drop in at any time. Feedback books can be provided so any comments can be written down but  people often prefer to discuss the plans.

It is also important to have informal consultation.  This can be carried out effectively in parks during the summer holiday period thereby capturing the views of children and young people and the local community using the park.  

Developers should be legally required to consult the local community about play needs before a new housing scheme is drawn up.

10 What needs to change for parents and children to be less concerned about outside play?

Parents need to be supported to enable their children to take appropriate risk.  This can be achieved through awareness raising and encouraging parents to ‘play’.  Positive messages about children need to go out both at local and national level.
Families of disabled children are sometimes overprotective in general, not just about play outdoors. Some parents will need to be assisted to understand and support children's play. They may need support to recognize that their children need to develop independence and this is best done by them learning key skills from an early age. One example would be access to mobility and independence training: enabling a child to move independently and safely around their environment builds self esteem and provides opportunities for a wider range of experiences.

11 Where, when, and by whom should play be supervised, and where should it be unsupervised?

Young children are normally supervised by parents, grandparents or older siblings when in parks or public places. Children with particular needs may need

support/supervision.

Supervised play can take place in
· parks with trained play rangers

· after school clubs and holiday play schemes with play workers

· adventure playgrounds with adventure play workers

It is paramount that regardless of whether play is supervised or unsupervised that it allows for free and creative play.

Every residential area needs to have a variety of places to play, including natural areas where there are trees and grass, flora and fauna.
The importance of taking risks in play is recognized. There are different levels of supervision which can be deployed in response to accurate risk assessments. Children need space and time to play and this will, on occasions, be without adults around. This does not mean that children will be at risk if the environment, play materials and peer group have been well planned. But risk can never be totally excluded and adults have the responsibility to enable children, especially disabled children, wherever possible to be confident in managing risks themselves, whether they are over cautious in their play or over ambitious. For disabled children - who may be seen to be more 'at risk' - the level of understanding for those responsible for assessing appropriate levels of risk is an important factor.

The role of volunteers should be well supported, with appropriate training and ongoing supervision. 
12 What further improvements to road safety and accessibility do parents and children want in order to support children’s play?

Improvements should be made to provide better access to parks.  There should be a pedestrian crossing at every formal play space. 

It is important that Road Safety Education is provided for children by parents/carers and teaching staff from a very young age.  There are a number of resources for

Foundation and Key Stage 1 children for example: The Children’s Traffic Club, The A to Z of Traffic Tales and Street Feet.

Parents often cite distance as a barrier to accessing play. They want their children to play within sight or at a short distance from home.

13 How can government and local communities support play through changing negative perceptions of children and young people?

Promoting play as the way children learn can demonstrate the value of play. Some community groups do not see play as important but value education and learning.    

The drive nationally and locally to involve children and young people in active decision-making is a positive way of improving negative perceptions.

Programmes that focus on prevention will also in the long term help to reduce negative perceptions of children and young people.
This is more complex for disabled children as negative perceptions may be linked both to being a child and to being disabled. From both perspectives, getting to know the child is the best way of undermining negative perceptions and seeing their potential, but the media could help by supporting positive images in their work.

14 Are worries about being sued leading to play areas that are dull and unstimulating?
Yes - and this is also a result of too many health and safety regulations.

· The Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (ROSPA) could promote facts and figures about risk as most worries and concerns are unfounded.

· The local community, parents and children and young people need to be empowered to realise that taking risks has beneficial effects.

· Councils should have a clear policy on risk which is available for parents.
Health and safety is always an area raised by practitioners in relation to supporting disabled children. Some activities are seen to be too dangerous to carry out rather than exploring creative ways of managing risk. Again, an understanding of the causes and implications of the disability, with the support of specialist services who understand the issues, can promote informed judgements when carrying out risk assessments.

 15 What needs to happen in order for the work we’re suggesting on planning to make a difference on the ground?

ECF believes that it should be possible to

· Provide training for planners, housing developers, play workers etc 

· Look at good practice in other countries

· Positive information to be made available about the benefits of play.
16 What contribution should parents and communities make to support children playing outside?

ECF supports 

· Discussions with local residents about the importance of play for children. 

· Remove ‘No ball games’ notices.

· Encourage the local community to ‘Remember Playing’ and join in the fun.

· More programmes on television that promote children playing on the streets and in their local area.

· More community events that happen all year round.

17 How can we ensure that play is given a high priority by local areas?

Every local authority should be implementing and developing its own play strategy and incorporating play into all other strategies. Every Chief Executive and Director of all Council Services  ( Children's Services, Planning, Housing, Parks, Highways etc) should contribute ideas and funding to promote play for children and to make their

local area child friendly. Open space Supplementary Planning Documents should set

local standards for  play and this will help to ensure that play is prioritised in areas of deficiency, but also that money can be put into improving play areas that we already have – e.g. the provision of additional equipment, or of toilets which is important

for parents with young children. 
Encouraging adults to reflect on their own play experiences is often a catalyst for them being more proactive in creating play opportunities for children! However, for play for disabled children - especially with a low incidence need - to be seen as a priority is difficult: local priorities will be based on the needs of the majority and minority issues remain under represented. This is also a concern in relation to the play indicator which will capture the views of a relatively limited range of children.

18 What is the specific role of PCTs and primary care professionals in promoting healthy, active play?

The PCT needs to support the local play strategy and promote play with additional investment from the Child Health Promotion Programme and the core offer for

children’s centres. Play will meet targets for emotional well being, CAMHS, obesity, and will reduce the number of unintentional injuries.  Play needs to be incorporated into other multi-agency strategies to ensure these targets are met.

Health professionals can promote the importance of play to parents. PCTs could encourage play for children from an early age through the health visitor role. The requirements for adequate age-appropriate play should also be considered in health settings such as health centre and hospital waiting areas. Information about play activities could also be made available through, for example, paediatric dietetic services. This would help to reinforce the link between healthy eating and exercise through play.

19 What role should play workers take in delivering this agenda?

Play workers and those who work with young children should

· listen to children and value their contribution

· provide opportunities for children to learn about risk and test boundaries

· build on children's interests and what they do naturally

· value children's friendships and time with each other 
· encourage children to extend their range of experiences
· ensure children can initiate play and play on their own

· talk with children about their play

20 Please use this space for any other comments.

The voluntary sector provides a huge amount of play provision and is hardly mentioned in the document.

ECF would also like to draw attention to the issue of access to specialist advice. Where will local authorities obtain expert advice on creating inclusive environments, including transport links and who will undertake the training of the adults involved in delivering different elements of the strategy to secure a legacy of high quality accessible facilities. 
