What is Playwork?

Playwork is an emerging professional field with an increasingly recognised and qualified workforce.

Playwork offers play opportunities to children and young people usually but not exclusively between 4 and 16 years of age. Good playwork will always, by its nature, aim to be inclusive of children of different abilities, ethnic background and circumstances.
Playworkers work in a range of settings, both statutory and voluntary, which aim to provide for children’s play, such as out-of-school clubs, playschemes, adventure playgrounds. They may also work in a number of more specialised settings such as hospitals, refuges or family services, in which providing for play has been recognised as an important way of supporting children. 
‘Playworker’ is the favoured term in the field over the older term play leader (which implies adults leading and therefore controlling children’s play - the opposite of good playwork). Similarly it is preferred to the term ‘play-care worker’ an ambiguous term which shifts the focus from the child’s play needs.
Playwork: national occupational standards

The professional practice of playwork is based on a number of assumptions and values developed in the field and set out in the National Occupational Standards. 
The first assumption is that:
children’s play is freely chosen, personally directed behaviour motivated within; through play the child explores the world and her or his relationship with it, elaborating all the while a flexible range of responses to the challenges she or he encounters; by playing the child learns and develops as an individual.

The second is that:
whereas children may play without encouragement or help, adults can, through the provision of an appropriate human and physical environment, significantly enhance opportunities for the child to play creatively and thus develop through play.

These are followed by a set of values which underlie playwork in a range of settings. All playworkers should be aware of these (available from www.playwork.org.uk).
The role of the playworker

The playworker is engaged with enabling or facilitating play opportunities. The way that they do this is characterised as ‘low intervention, high response’. That is, the playworkers should do everything possible to ensure that choice and control of their play stays with the child. Playworkers make themselves available to respond to the needs or the invitation of the child.

The degree of ‘enabling’ a playworker might do depends on the needs, personality, age and ability of the child or children – or even just the mood of the children on a particular day.

Best Play (2000) suggests two key tasks of playworkers: enrichment of play and management of risk. 
‘The playworker's core function is to create an environment which will stimulate children's play and maximise their opportunities for a wide range of play experiences. A skilled and experienced playworker is capable of enriching the child's play experience both in terms of the design and resources of the physical environment and in terms of the attitudes and culture fostered within the play setting.’
A playworker will bring new dimensions to the play environment, act as a resource for the children and provide some of the stimulus for new experiences. For example, the playworker might arrange to bring in musicians and sculptors, tools and junk materials, storytellers and parents to share skills.

Other aspects of playwork practice
Playwork recognises the importance of risk in children’s play and playworkers actively support play opportunities that offer risk and challenge to the children. Experienced playworkers’ role in managing risk requires professional judgement regarding when and how to intervene in children’s play. They should be aware of not disrupting the play unnecessarily while ensuring the children aren’t exposed to unacceptable risks.
Other roles of the playworker include acting as an advocate for children and children’s play, building relationships and networks, undertaking organisational and project development tasks.   
Particular significance is given to skills both in observation of children’s play and reflective practice in order to improve the play environment, provision or playwork practice. A number of practitioners and settings have developed tools and practices which aid observation and reflective practice such as reflective diaries recorded by individuals or groups.
Networks

Playworkers can make extensive use of networks resulting in a range of benefits to the provision. Networks can be likened to a web of relationships with potential funders, volunteers, outside agencies, the local community, politicians, families.

The value of contact with other playworkers should not be overlooked. Study visits and exchanges are especially useful – whether it is with a nearby club, with a provision elsewhere in Scotland or further afield. Membership of relevant professional organisations can keep the playworker up-to-date with invaluable information and ideas from the field. Access to the internet also greatly increases the possibility of being in contact with the playwork community nationally and internationally. 

Qualifications and training
Qualifications and training in playwork are currently undergoing rapid change and expansion. This is driven in part by the requirement in the National Care Standards to have at least half of the staff in any one facility qualified in childcare.

Currently the most widely available playwork qualifications are the Playwork SVQ Levels II and III. There are well established playwork degree courses in England and Wales and it is hoped that a playwork degree will be established in Scotland in the near future. The new Scottish Modern Apprenticeship Framework was launched earlier this year and a playwork Modern Apprenticeship is now available in Scotland. Pre-modern Apprenticeships, distance and on-line learning packages are currently under investigation.
The Playwork Development Officer for SkillsActive Scotland (formerly SPRITO) can provide further guidance on qualifications and training.
Current Debate

As in any field the role of the professional playworker is discussed and debated. Current debate concerns the relationship of playwork to other professions for example, childcare and education; the degree to which playwork should challenge dominant trends in society; the role of playworkers in therapeutic practice; how to make the case for play and playwork heard by policy makers; and how to increase public awareness and understanding of the value of  play.  
Theresa Casey, September 2003
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