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Play is the natural vehicle for children to express themselves and it has been suggested (O’Donnell, 2013), that where children do not have the opportunity to express their emotions through the medium of play, both their social development and emotional well-being will be stifled.  Whilst it is clear that those working with young children do recognise the value of play, there is sometimes confusion as to who is in control of the activity and how to manage those children who appear to be challenging boundaries. In particular such confusion can be around ‘rough and tumble play’ (RTP). This term is used to describe vigorous, physical play which is often observed to be fast paced and using lots of energy, and is obviously enjoyed by children. Features of such play may include tumbling, grasping, wrestling, tickling, holding, and pushing.
 Unfortunately, this type of play may bring confusion to adults with such actions being deemed as aggressive. However, Hughes (2002) defines physical play as that which helps to develop muscular control and strength, and emotional play as the release of emotions and the exploration of emotional responses and control. Since RTP appears to combine both these physical and the emotional elements, it should perhaps be appreciated for its benefits.
The earliest encounters of RTP are generally observed between young children and their parents, and this tends to occur more in boys than in girls.  This is clearly observable in children from the pre-school to primary school age range.  Humphreys & Smith (1984) suggest it accounts for about 5% of the free play of pre-schoolers, increasing to 17% of the play of primary school children. This would suggest that this is a natural phase of child development. In addition Hart and Tannock (2013), reveal that where rough and tumble is excluded from such children’s play it has a negative effect on their social, emotional, communication, physical and cognitive development.  This would suggest then, that what is being observed are merely those behaviours which are naturally demonstrated during this type of play, and nothing more, and that to prohibit such types of play can be detrimental to the developing child. 

Perhaps practitioners should take their cue from the children themselves, the notion of how children ‘look’ when they are playing is interesting and one that can be clearly observed, this is commented on by Else (2009), who refers to the ‘play face’ as recognisable by its’ open mouth and broad smile.  Such signs of playfulness are important indicators of what the child is experiencing, regardless of any adult perceptions as to what is deemed appropriate, or where this is taking place.

A happy facial expression and laughter demonstrates enjoyment and therefore, signals to the other child that no malice is intended. Adult intervention is only needed when children appear to be angry, frightened or scowling. Ultimately, if a child feels threatened or is simply not enjoying such play, they will walk away. The skill here is to distinguish when children are enjoying play and when they are not. Gill (2007) echoes this idea, highlighting the element of challenge and risk taking that children need, to test out, and develop their abilities to asses and cope effectively. When practitioners form assumptions about what they are observing they will generally opt for the ‘zero tolerance’ stance, and stop such kinds of play. This may be more to do with their own attitudes (Holland, 2010), than a carefully considered approach which seeks to support the child in their development of imaginative and negotiating skills. The Vygotskian view (1978) holds that during play children appear to be a ‘head taller’; a clear indication that play, all play, raises confidence and self-esteem.

The principles of the EYFS (DfE, 2014) advocate play and exploration to promote children’s motivation to learn and for holistic development (see table 1).
Table 1: Extracts from EYFS (DfE, 2014) Personal, Social and Emotional Development
	Help children as needed to do what they are trying to do, without taking over or directing.

Model pretending an object is something else, and help develop roles and stories.

Pay attention to how children engage in activities --the challenges faced, the effort, thought, learning, and

enjoyment.

Stimulate children’s interest through shared attention, and calm over-stimulated children.

Describe what you see them trying to do, and encourage children to talk about their own processes and successes, about the process than products.

Encourage children to learn together and from each other.

Children develop their own motivations when you give reasons and talk about learning, rather than just directing.

Always respect children’s efforts and ideas, so they feel safe to take a risk with a new idea.

Give children time to talk and think.

Ensure that children and adults make opportunities to listen to each other and explain their actions.

Encourage children to explore and talk about what they are learning, valuing their ideas and ways of doing things

Support children’s symbolic play, recognising that pretending to do something can help a child to express their feelings

Name and talk about a wide range of feelings and make it clear that all feelings are understandable and acceptable, including feeling angry, but that not all behaviours are.

Ensure that children have opportunities to identify and discuss boundaries, so that they understand why they are there and what they are intended to achieve.

Make time to listen to children respectfully and kindly, and explain to all the children why this is important. Children will then know that they will be listened to when they raise injustices.


It clear here that the EYFS (DfE, 2014) aims to encourage child-led exploration supported by practitioners who recognise its value. The emphasis is on allowing children to express themselves in both verbal and non-verbal ways when exploring physical boundaries (Miller and Pound, 2014). The underlying principle here clearly recognises that physical movement is ‘thought in action’ and one which ultimately supports cognitive and language skills. Since practitioners are considered to be an intrinsic part of ‘enabling environments’ their role is to support play and learning as part of holistic development; a further reason why this type of play should not be discouraged.

However, those involved in observing children perhaps need to challenge their own expectations so that they do not project on to children their own ideas. In this way they can see children as they are and not as they think they should be.  Observation remains an intrinsic part of daily early years practice, and thus it needs to be acknowledged, that what is learnt from observation depends on what stance the observer takes when looking.  It is clear that observation cannot take place in a vacuum, but rather that it is influenced by conceptions of what play is and what perspective is adopted.  Hendricks (2010) points out that the observer is interpreting children’s behaviour as an outsider, since they are entering the child’s world as an ‘immigrant’.  The caution here is that what is being observed should not be misinterpreted, by attributing to the child what is in fact an adult perspective. To the child enjoying rough and tumble activity, or a game of ‘superheroes’ this is simply a form of play, and one in particular where imagination and creativity can be explored. It could be argued (Holland, 2010) that the use of symbolic representation here, allows children to move from concrete to abstract thought and thus supports communication. Alternatively as Brown (2010) suggests, it can be seen as children working out the struggle between good and evil. Whatever viewpoint is upheld, it is certainly clear that such play is of benefit to young children. 
So then, if this type of play is natural and promotes development, it is questionable as to why so many practitioners stop it from happening.  Acknowledging the obvious concerns over safety and risk of injury, Solly (2015) attributes this to the risk averse culture that continues to grow in the UK.  In fact, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE, 2012) highlight that where children have the opportunity to challenge their abilities and take risks, in a supportive environment then this ‘risky play’ has a positive impact on their health and well-being. Again, it is possible that it is the perception of risk that motivates staff rather than any actual harm. Smith et al (2002) concur with this viewpoint, suggesting that the actual occurrence of such ‘play fighting’ is somewhat overestimated by staff. It may seem then that whilst seeking to protect children, the opposite may inadvertently be happening. Children have a right to play, a principle clearly embedded in the EYFS play-based approach to learning. There is however, nothing that defines what types of play should be encouraged; this may then suggest by default that all types are to be promoted.
There is some evidence (Holland, 2010) that women find the difference between aggression and RTP more difficult to determine than men do. This may be an indication that with an almost totally female workforce in early years, the occurrence of aggressive behaviours in boys is more commonly observed and potentially misconstrued. Thus indicating a potential need for further guidance/training for early years staff, in enabling them to understand, support, and manage this type of play effectively.
Despite all the evidence suggesting the many benefits to all children of engaging in RTP, it appears that this form of activity is often actively discouraged by many practitioners. Flanders et al (2009), suggest that where RTP is both permitted and supported by practitioners, then this creates opportunities for social and physical development. A clear indication, that this type of activity has an important part to play in supporting holistic development. The challenge for practitioners then is not to merely glimpse at what is happening but instead, to step back and observe what is unfolding.  Rather than banning RTP, lets us expand our knowledge, responses, and understanding of this aspect of development .
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