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Play has long been considered a vital element to a successful childhood, a vein which runs throughout Early Years legislature, research and practice. Perhaps more convincingly though, it is a vein which runs through our own memories of childhood, universal across cultures, across species and throughout history (Lytle 2005 p.149). Play’s importance is seldom disputed, yet the relationship between play and practitioner is a complex one, subject to factors which heavily impact upon children’s play opportunities in Early Years settings.  

Throughout this paper, I hope to explore this relationship further , with particular regard for the professional identity of playful practitioners and the effect this has on children’s play experiences.

The value practitioners attribute to play is influenced profoundly by the prevailing discourse found in the statutory framework. Throughout the EYFS (DfE 2017) play is mentioned 11 times, all with explicit reference to its role in promoting children’s learning and development. This is indicative of the view held by society, whereby a child’s play is often assigned value by the adults around them based on any immediate and visible links to effective learning. This is despite a wealth of research which highlights the wider benefits of play on children’s psychological, emotional and physical well-being. (Berk, 2012; Erickson, 1963; Greenspan, 1993; Ray, 2011 cited in Wheeler 2016) 
Else (2009) identifies that play is assigned value differently, dependant on the lens through which it is seen, and gives the example that psychologists will highlight how play promotes intellectual development whilst anthropologists will identify how play strengthens human cultural activities. This explains somewhat the disparity between the sentimental value afforded to play and the value identified in the EYFS and highlights an incredible versatility in what play provides for the player.
This varied understanding can be seen across the EY sector; in the majority play is seen as a tool for teaching and learning, evidenced by a heavy emphasis throughout the EYFS and guidelines from regulatory bodies such as Ofsted (2015). Its absence in the welfare requirements (DfE 2017) however, suggest that play is not valued by policy makers in the promotion of well-being. Nonetheless, in times of vulnerability play may be utilised to support children’s well-being - examples include the use of play therapy in hospitals and efforts in refugee camps across Europe to develop reparative experiences through play (Play 4 Calais 2016). Whilst understanding the role of play in the promotion of well being and learning is a positive feature of the children’s workforce in the UK, the problem is that these benefits are often understood in isolation, by separate professionals, for mutually exclusive circles of children. Moreover, our expectations of how therapeutic play is carried out are not the same as our expectations of playing for learning. For example, whilst risky play has been found to provide effective learning opportunities (Sandseter 2011) it may hinder the sense of security needed for promoting the experiences of vulnerable children. Whilst sensitivity to the apparent needs of children should not be undermined, there is a chance that children are being prescribed specific play to meet the expectations of an external agency (ie the adults) and that any value afforded to this is distorted by the lens through which both the play and the child is viewed.

This silo approach to play is not surprising, and is indicative of the need for an interagency approach across all areas of teaching and care as has been continuously highlighted since the Victoria Climbie Inquiry. Having said this, the Early Years professional is ideally located by the holistic care and education they provide in advocating for the full benefits of children’s play. Burghardt (2005) supports this view, suggesting we move away from seeing only the deferred benefits of play, and gain a greater appreciation of the immediate benefits to the child. If play is reframed in this way then it can be understood as both an ingredient to and an indicator of learning, and a factor not only in the finished product of ‘well-being’, but in the process of being well. 
Sturrock and Else (1998) make clear that, whilst not necessarily a conscious act, adults can often take over the child’s play for their own purposes. This is understandable given the requirement for practitioners to teach through the use of ‘planned, purposeful play’ (DfE 2017 p.9). Hamlin (2008) highlights that behaviour is not inherently good or bad but is labelled so by those in charge of labelling; this is true also of play where labels might include, ‘risky’, ‘frivolous’ or ‘purposeful’ and quite often this value is distorted by the lens of the labeller. For example, a child sat covering and uncovering their ears might appear bored, their behaviour thought to be purposeless. Worse still, in the case of a vulnerable child this behaviour may appear to be a sign of distress and so they are coaxed into something else, perhaps to go and paint a nice picture as this looks more like safe play with a purpose. For the child however, this might have been an experiment in acoustics that has been cut short, deemed less important than the agenda of the adult. The example here highlights how children’s play, and any assessment of its value or purpose, can be victim to the expectations of the practitioner. Further still, given that Else (2009) identifies intrinsic motivation as an identifying characteristic of play, it is clear that by its nature play is purposeful for children and so its purpose only comes in to question when appraised by an outsider. 

The notion of planned play (DfE 2017) is juxtapositional with Garvey’s (1977) definition of play as ‘spontaneous’, highlighting a lack of congruence between the nature of play and its suggested use in the EYFS. Often play planned by adults is realised in what Goouch (2008) calls a ‘devious construct of teachers to secretly seduce children into pre-set learning agendas’. In this way, the over-arching goal is not to create rich playful experiences as a means of supporting learning (amongst other things) but rather to use play as a marketing tool to sell to children the adult’s agenda of making visible progress and making any progress visible. Perhaps then there is a need to move away from ‘planned play’ (p,9) and towards planning for play. This might include making time and space for unsolicited activity, affording children the resources and the opportunity to plan their own play or to have play lead them.    
Having said this, there may be some uneasiness for practitioners in supporting ‘free play' (play which is free from the agenda of adults); instead it often serves as a filler between adult-led, outcome driven activities. At other times, the practitioner will sift through the silliness, manoeuvring play to ensure it has purpose; this is endorsed by the EYFS which states there must be a balance of ‘adult-led and child-initiated activity’ (p. 9), indicating a lack of expectation for children to lead (DfE 2017). 

Through discussion with practitioners it was ascertained that a factor in this discomfort with genuinely free play - initiated and led by children - can be due to the requirement to be accountable for play and so a need to be able to articulate its relevance to individual children’s learning. This need to justify play is not inconceivable when considering the weight it carries in assessment. The quality of a setting is measured through observations of children’s play through a lens of teaching and learning (Ofsted 2015). This is crucial in recognising that the way in which a professional sees themselves (and the way in which they are seen by others), is heavily dependent on the perceived quality of play experiences, where quality is measured in externally visible links to learning outcomes in the EYFS (DfE 2017). It is clear then that through the lens of the EYFS an element of the identity of the EY professional is to engineer and manipulate children’s play so that its purpose is visible and justifiable. 

If child led play was reconceptualised, not simply as a ‘biological given’ (Lytle 2005 p.149 cited in Lester & Russel 2008) but was likened to the innate releasing mechanisms Lorenz (1970) describes, then it is possible to see that play is a central drive as fundamental to being alive as a need to eat. In an attempt to understand it, we recognise that play provides a means of connection - with the environment, with other people and with oneself. More specific to our work in the Early Years, play is tailor made, idiosyncratic and dynamic in response to the actual circumstances of individual children, rather than our perception of these. This means it is driven by everything a child is, not simply what we can see; when mastered by the player, it differentiates the entire world for children in a way that even the most effective external leadership cannot. 

Due to its internal drive, play innately follows the emerging interests of the child and only arises when players are ‘ready, willing and able’ (Carr & Claxton 2002), ensuring ideal conditions for effective and personal learning journeys.  In practice, if play was reframed in this way it would be prioritised, its complexity recognised and there would be no expectation to justify or even understand its purpose, because play itself is the purpose.

If play is reframed in this way, it might be concluded that the most effective and elusive leader in the Early Years is literally child’s play, illuminating a potentially turbulent relationship between practitioner and play. Smidt (2011 p.2) alludes to this turbulence, asking ‘where is the role of the practitioner in play where the child is in control of the agenda?’ and indeed, for many practitioners it is possible that, not only does planning for play provide a perceived purpose for the child, but also serves to justify their own role. This will not be helped by the general lack of professional identity in the Early Years workforce as highlighted by Messenger (2013). One participant of Messenger’s study articulates an apparent perception that ‘if you’re early years, you’re only early years’ (p.144). It is possible then that the frivolity and ambiguity of play, coupled with its apparent self-sufficiency, threatens this identity further. In my own practice, in order to nurture practitioners’ relationships with play, I had to first remedy professional insecurity. Personally, I reach for formality in times of uncertainty and so through developing a play policy (see Appendix A) in collaboration with practitioners, I was able to reflect upon the identity of the ludocentric practitioner and so promote the role of play and the role of the practitioner in its facilitation. It was important to draw upon the subtlety required in facilitating freeplay in order to create comfort in allowing play to lead practice. Interventions identified in this policy highlight that at times inaction is as significant as action in effective promotion of play and that at the other end of the spectrum practitioners might act as an equal in play; the type of intervention used is at the discretion of the practitioner and will vary dependent on the circumstances. Outlining the professional's role in children’s play means that practitioners are better positioned to trust the play process,  recognising that stepping back may sometimes be the most appropriate intervention of all and understanding that a lack of action need not equate to a lack of competence.
In practice, this has potential problems for Early Years leaders as less visible elements of practice (such as observation and reflection) are not easily recognised from the outside. Reflective discussion between practitioners may provide insight into the level of consideration given to these more subtle interventions, perhaps providing more confidence for all practitioners within a setting. This suggests then, that part of the role of the Early Years leader is to foster an environment of collaborative reflection regarding both the value and the complexity of play and therefore the intricacy of supporting its facilitation. 

Despite the high level of professionalism brought to the sector, the Early Years workforce often lacks professional identity. This is in part, perhaps, due to the ambiguity of their role in the lives of children and their families. Similarly, attempts to understand the purpose of play are thwarted by its vagueness (Sutton-Smith 1997). It is possible to understand that in both cases any apparent ambiguity is a reflection of incredible versatility: what appears vague, is in fact vast - an ability to be everything a child needs. It stands to reason then, that as leaders in the Early Years, play is not a tool for our manipulation but rather our ally in supporting children holistically and we are ideally positioned to advocate for all that play is and does for children. 
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Appendix A 

Play Policy Template

Play is the primary means through which children connect with the world around them, other people and with themselves, and so is central to our work with children at _______________________________________. 

Play is a powerful tool for a child’s learning and so where possible in our setting play is primarily child-initiated and child-led, this allows for optimum levels of well-being and involvement and so ideal conditions for effective learning. 

The practitioner role can take many shapes during children’s play and so practitioners will use their discretion in deciding how best to promote high quality play provision. They may:

· Not intervene at all, deeming it unnecessary, in which case the practitioner observes the activity and uses this opportunity to deepen understanding of the children and their abilities/interests.

· The adult acts as a resource for the play – this may be subtle, as in making a tool available for use, or more overt when responding to a request from children.

· At the request of the child, the adult becomes involved in the play – such as by offering alternatives from which the child chooses, or by initiating a game then withdrawing 

· There is a direct and extended overlap between playing children and the adult – the adult may need to take on a role in the play, or act as a partner to the playing child; this is done at the request of the child and our practitioners are careful to encourage children’s leadership where possible.

At times children’s play may become dangerous, in which case adults will intervene to prevent harm to children and where possible offer them an alternative which causes as little disruption to play as possible. 

The resources provided in our setting are often materials found in the children’s wider world and loose parts such as ‘junk modelling’ etc. This is so as not to restrict children’s play with prescriptive toys and so that children are encouraged to connect with their own environment. Children are welcome to bring their play materials from home or to bring materials from setting home with them overnight so as to extend their positive play experiences across settings.
NB: I have created this policy based on the ludocentric interventions in Sturrock & Else (1998) ‘The playground as therapeutic space: Playwork as healing’ and it is free to be adapted to suit settings.
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