The Value of Play

It is widely acknowledged that play is essential to every area of children’s development and to their health, well-being and happiness. 

Play brings about important benefits to children as individuals and as groups but also to families, communities and society as a whole.
Play has particular value to children at times of stress or change in their lives and it is especially important that children with disabilities have opportunities for play throughout their childhood.

Children are seen to play anywhere and at anytime provided they are not in extreme circumstances of fear or illness. While some of children’s play takes place within play provision and playgrounds it is important to remember that play happens wherever children are: at home, in the streets, on the way to school.

The benefits of ensuring that children have access to play opportunities cross and link a number of areas – learning, health, social relationships, family and community.

Play

Play is universal. It is common to children of all countries and cultures, though the form or content of it may differ and each individual’s experiences through play are unique. 
We recognise play, because we have experienced it, but it is notoriously hard to define. Play has been variously described as a drive, a need, a survival mechanism, an orientation or mode. Certainly play that is open-ended, spontaneous and joyful is considered an essential expression of childhood. 
While play remains in adulthood it has been argued that the immense value of play is in the childhood years. As they grow up, older children and young people may prefer not to describe what they do as play and communities may not recognise it as such, however, there is still a need for exploration, challenge and social and playful activity in their free-time without undue adult intervention.

Learning processes in play
Play provides a fundamental learning process for children, allowing them to expand their skills, knowledge and understanding of the world. It allows them to test their abilities, use initiative, take risks and make mistakes without fear of failure. Children’s learning through play is broad ranging and crucially is not fixed to adult expectations of what should be achieved by children. The motivation for play, exploration and discovery comes from the child him or herself rather than from any outside reward. 

Play promotes increasing levels of flexibility in the individual (problem solving, creativity, new combinations of thoughts and ideas, adaptability) - exactly the kind of ‘higher order’ skills that are required in a fast changing world.
Through risk and challenge encountered in play, children are able to develop skills and judgement vital to negotiating every-day life. Without such opportunities children may not be learn to judge risk appropriately for themselves and will be vulnerable to misplaced feelings of fear or conversely have little sense of danger.
Given the current pressure for children to pass tests and achieve academically, it seems that the learning that comes about through children’s play is dangerously undervalued.

The value of play to communities & society

Play is a crucial medium for social interaction and for forming, maintaining and negotiating relationships. In itself it is a means of communication and allows understanding and empathy to develop. It supports relationships within the family and between generations – think of the special quality of play shared by grandparents and their grandchildren.
There is value in the range of relationships and experiences encountered in play. However, there is a concern that many children and young people nowadays have too few opportunities for interaction with peers that are not mediated or supervised by adults. For example, there is a trend towards restricting play and break times in schools despite the importance of these times to children’s peer relations and general school adjustment.
Play makes an important contribution to community life. Contact with others in play spaces or play provision can help to provide networks of support to children and families and increase a sense of community cohesion. Where there is a lack of understanding between different members of a community, play and play provision can be a positive integrating factor. A sense of connection to, and participation in, community life underpins development of citizenship amongst young people. The value of adults and children simply enjoying spending time together in playful situations should not be underestimated. 
Health

Playful interaction between a parent and child begins at the earliest stages of a child’s life and forms a firm foundation for the child’s emotional and physical health. 

It has been found that play accounts for the greatest proportion of children’s and young people’s physical activity. As there is increasing concern for the health of Scotland’s population, play (particularly outdoors) offers a vital opportunity to establish healthy lifestyles.

Children’s emotional health is supported by the experiences they have at play. Through wide-ranging, satisfying play they develop a robust sense of self worth and gain a broad emotional repertoire. As they grow up, play which involves roles and identity helps children to understand who they are and how they fit into the world. 

There is growing concern about the effects of ‘play deprivation’ on children and young people and the possibility that children’s play is restricted to a degree that is causing them long term harm. Manifestations of this might be incidences of anti-social behaviour, poorer motor skills, less resilience to stressful or traumatic events.
Play in special circumstances

Play is a vital tool in supporting troubled or traumatised children. Play acts as a medium by which the child can express their feelings or anxieties. The act of playing can be therapeutic in nature helping the child to come to terms with difficult experiences. 
Careful thought given to the play needs of children and the provision of play space and play things, can alleviate feelings of unease and anxiety in strange or difficult surroundings such as social work offices, hospitals, prison visiting rooms.

It is particularly important that children with disabilities are enabled to play as fully as possible and that play providers actively plan to ensure that their provision is accessible to them - not just physically but in terms of attitude, atmosphere and flexibility.
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