
Play and Inclusion

All children in Scotland have a right to play under Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. This right applies to every child under the age of 18 (Article 1) without ‘discrimination of any kind’ (Article 2).

Many children in Scotland experience barriers to play opportunities in their communities and in their day-to-day lives. Disabled children continue to face problems of attitude, access, transport and lack of flexibility or willingness to meet their needs. It has been found that a number of factors restrict play opportunities of children who are homeless resulting in problems with social, physical, psychological and emotional impacts. Other groups of children in Scotland may also be significantly disadvantaged from accessing adequate play opportunities, including child asylum seekers and refugees, gypsy traveller children, young carers, children of ethnic minority communities and others.  

Play is essential to a happy childhood and to children’s well-being and development. As was famously said, ‘play is the child’s first claim on in the community’ (David Lloyd George, 1925). By aiming for inclusive play opportunities for our children we are working at a most fundamental level towards the development of a more inclusive society.

The need to play
Play is a basic need of all children. Furthermore for some children, at some points in their lives, the need for rich, satisfying play opportunities is particularly acute. Therefore it is important that we take positive steps to ensure that they are enabled to play along with their peers as they wish.

For a number of reasons disabled children may have few areas of their lives in which they feel they have control and can make their own choices. They may have restricted access to a range of play experiences – rough and tumble play, freedom to roam and explore, messy play, for example.
Children who are subject to hostility, are fearful of their safety or are homeless may have restricted outdoor play opportunities. Children who work or have caring responsibilities within the home have restricted time for play as do children whose free time is taken up with medical appointments, pressures for academic achievement and even excessive time in activity- oriented clubs. Play is of particular importance to children at times of stress or significant change in their lives.
Inclusion

Play is an integral part of children’s everyday lives. It is not something that only happens in clubs or playschemes. Important play opportunities occur at home, near the home and in the school playground. Continuity between these play opportunities allows children to create networks of friends amongst their peers.

Although it is a term understood differently by different people in different situations ‘inclusive play’ may suggest children’s equal right: 

· to full, satisfying play in their day-to-day lives
· to make choices about which, if any, local play provision they would like to take part in

· to play provision which adapts to the changing needs of all the children rather than expecting the children themselves to ‘fit in’.
and play provision in which all children
· are equally valued and respected

· are enabled to make their own choices about how they spend their time, for how long and with whom
‘Inclusion’ may best be understood as a process rather than a static outcome, and certainly rather than a box to tick. 

In some situations support from skilled playworkers with significant experience and knowledge of facilitating inclusive play is important. However all workers in any play provision should be seen as part of a team sharing responsibility for inclusive practice.
Play provision
Greater awareness means that many play providers work hard to ensure that all children are able to join their provision equally although this is not universal and much improvement still needs to take place.
Some groups decide to set up separate provision for children with disabilities or other particular needs in the perceived absence of suitable provision locally. They may express the hope that their provision will act as a ‘stepping stone’ to mainstream provision or see it as temporary measure until adequate provision is available. Others work through ‘reverse integration’, that is establishing provision for disabled children and including other children, often siblings, on a ratio basis. 
However as we aim for a more inclusive society more emphasis is being given to children’s equal right to access local provision. 

It is important to set aside time for planning for an inclusive setting considering, layout, resources and access. Equally important is that staff expect and welcome diversity in their setting and are prepared to be flexible, creative and sensitive in their approach.
Breaks and playtime in the school day provide an important opportunity for children to make and sustain friendships. The improvement of school grounds has an impact on inclusion as children will have happier more fulfilling play time experiences together. Skilled and knowledgeable playworkers can make a significant contribution to inclusive play in the playground, which in turn contributes to the child’s sense of inclusion in school life as a whole. As other outdoor play opportunities diminish, play times take on a greater significance. 
What play providers can do
Seek advice and information starting with the children and families themselves. Find out what they want and how you can best support that. Specific information, about particular impairments or methods of communication for example, can be sought from a range of specialist agencies and is very readily available on the internet.

Attitude is still a significant barrier to inclusion. Disability Equality or Awareness training can help to address this. An ethos of inclusiveness should be pursued throughout the provision consistently reflecting clearly articulated values at all levels from practice to policy.

Unintended barriers should be removed, such as conditions in constitutions which specify that only children of working parents or attending a particular school can take part (thereby excluding children attending special provision or children of parents who are full-time carers).
Providers should bear in mind their obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 which makes it unlawful to discriminate against disabled people (this includes children).
Working towards making play provision more inclusive makes it better for everyone. It is not just about integrating a child with a disability or occasionally providing multi-cultural activities, but about taking a firm stance that every child in your provision or community is entitled to be accepted, to be valued and to contribute.

Theresa Casey, September 2003
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