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Session outline

• Playing happens everywhere 
• Adults roles in children's play
• Exploring the links between 

playing, creativity and learning 
for all ages

• Time and resources for playing 
• Playing back in formal settings 

such as public spaces and in 
school playgrounds

• The full benefits of playing 
• Practical help



What gets in the way?

• Adult attitudes

• Focus on outcomes

• ‘Rules’

• ‘Fears’

• Partial solutions

• Resources??



Curriculum for Excellence (Scotland)

• Active, experiential 
learning

• A holistic approach to 
learning

• Smooth transitions

• Learning through play



Ministers: high-level vision

For the children and young 
people of Scotland:

• ‚In order to become confident 
individuals, effective 
contributors, successful 
learners and responsible 
citizens...

• ‚All Scotland's children need to 
be: safe, nurtured, healthy, 
achieving, active, included, 
respected and responsible‛



Characteristics of Play Else 2009

• Immediacy of action and 
response 

• Choice for the player

• A sense of control 

• Accomplishment is self 
defined 

• Timeless – ‘In the moment’



Benefits of play After Lester and Russell 2010

• Helps develop more efficient brains 
by enhancing cortical connections 

• Contributes directly to good physical 
and mental well-being 

• Helps children experience control 
over their world 

• Contributes to resilience and 
problem solving 

• Is undertaken for the pleasure it 
affords, helps with overcoming 
stress and aids learning and 
creativity





Key points

• All children and young 
people need to play; the 
impulse to play is innate 

• Play is a biological, 
psychological and 
relational necessity 

Else (2009)



Comparison

Area Play Curriculum for Excellence 
Initial action Play is innate, children do it 

for themselves
Adults lead

Focus Holistic – encompasses all 
children’s interests 

A holistic approach with an 
emphasis on active, 
experiential learning

Feedback Self generated Led by adults
Choice Determined by child Determined by adults 

according to ‘norms’
Control Determined by child Limits set by adults
Outcomes Accomplishment is defined  

by child
Assessed to adults’ vision

Timeframe Timeless – ‘In the moment’ Future focussed – ‘well 
becoming’



Summary

Play Curriculum for 
Excellence 

Children lead Adults lead

Covers all areas Focussed on 
experiential learning

No Limits Limits set by adults
It’s about Now –
children as children

It’s about the Future
– children as ‘little 
adults’



BRAWGS Continuum Russell 2005

Adult led Child led

Focussed, curriculum led Organic, changing

Clear outcomes No defined outcomes

Education Play

ChaoticDidactic



Feedback

Where was your focus?

Adult ?………………………………………Child?

Benefits?………………………………………Risks?

Everyday?………………………………………Special?

Planned?………………………………………Emergent?

Play?………………………………………Learning?



What helps?

• Changes of attitude/more open 
attitude

• Focus on experiences

• Respect for rules

• Risk-Benefit Assessments

• Whole setting approach –
leaders, supervisors, staff, 
support staff

• Time

• Flexibility



Is this 
important

Play 
enabling 

space 

Forest 
schools 

School 
spaces

Safety 
myths

What next?

Children’s 
Experiences

Social 
attitudes

Are all 
educators 

‘bad’?

Risk-
benefit

Help for 
designing 

spaces

Helpful 
sites 

Whole 
setting 

approach

Playful, 
creative 

approach



Why a playful, creative 
approach might be better



Towards a theory of creativity Rogers (1961)

The creative process

• Emergence in action

• A novel construction

• Growing out of the 
uniqueness of both the 
individual and the 
materials/context of their 
life



The inner conditions of constructive 
creativity Rogers (1961)

• Cannot be forced, it 
emerges

• Openness to experience

• An internal locus of 
evaluation

• An ability to toy with 
elements and concepts



Conditions fostering constructive 
creativity Rogers (1961)

• Psychological safety
• Accepting the individual
• A climate where external 

evaluation is absent
• Understanding 

empathetically
• Psychological freedom
• Freedom of symbolic 

expression
• Personal responsibility

Does this 
look 

familiar?



The ability to maintain 
plasticity of 
perception and 
thought is the gift of 
childhood to human 
personality

Cobb (1977)

Change is natural



Neoteny

...where infantile qualities  are 
retained into adult life

‘Without it, we would be spending 
our time eating, mating, fighting, 
sleeping and cleaning ourselves. 

‘With it, we also have art, 
literature, music, theatre, sport, 
science and technology.’

Morris (2005)‏



Experience

Life is not a 
problem to be 
solved but a 
reality to be 
experienced

Kierkegaard 



Social attitudes...



More good news

Adults who had 
engaged in more 
creative play as 
children

Adults reporting 
environmental 
restrictions on play 
(e.g. having less time 
to play)

More likely to have a 
healthy diet and take 
regular exercise

More likely to be 
overweight and have 
less healthy lifestyles

British Psychological Society 

14 April 2010

=

=



Are all educators ‘bad’?



Supporting a more playful approach?





Social 
interactions

‘Sufficient’ 
space

Interesting & 
varied

Fabricated & 
natural 

materials

Earth, air, 
fire & water

Playing with 
identity

Challenge
Engaging 

senses

Movement

Cultural 
connections

Flexible & 
creative

A play enabling space after Hughes 1996



The ‘risk-benefit balance’ 
(Ball 2002)



Health and Safety Executive



Help for designing spaces





Children’s 
Experiences

Whole setting approach

Leaders

Super-
visors

Staff

Support 
staff Parents



Is it cost effective?
Do our staff have the 

skills needed?

Do our staff feel 
confident?
Do the staff support this 
type of activity?

Is it culturally 
appropriate?
Is it well organised?

Does it work within the 
policies?

Does it achieve 
government targets?

Conflicts and Concerns

Is it physically 
challenging?

Is it safe -
physically?

Is it safe -
psychologically?
Will the 
children like it?

How do the 
children relate 
to others?
Will anyone 
be excluded?

What roles 
will children 

take?
Is it a reward?

Children

Setting



What helps?

• Changes of attitude/more open 
attitude

• Focus on experiences

• Respect for rules

• Risk-Benefit Assessments

• Whole setting approach –
leaders, supervisors, staff, 
support staff

• Time

• Flexibility

Playing and 
Learning: 
Friends or 

Foes? 
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