“We Don’t Play Guns at Nursery, They Hurt People”:  Why We Need To Talk About Weapon Play in the Early Years
Amy Perkins 

‘We don’t play guns at nursery, they hurt people’, is a statement which I am sure can be heard daily in early years settings up and down the country, as it is in the setting in which I work. My setting has a zero tolerance policy with regards to weapon play just as most settings in the UK do. My colleagues and I do not have the same opinions on the issue of weapon play however. When discussing with fellow practitioners why they thought the zero tolerance approach was best, they explained that by allowing weapon play or pretend weapons in the setting, they felt that they would promote the acceptance of real world weapons and violence. I disagree and have found this approach to be ineffective as it often takes time and energy to maintain and does not eradicate the prohibited play, instead simply driving it underground and promoting dishonesty in  children involved. One example that comes to mind is two children pointing their fingers towards one another and saying ‘pew pew’. When asked by a practitioner what they were doing, they said they were pretending they had water guns; an unlikely tale given the noises they were making. The children clearly felt they must lie about pretending to be shooting guns as they would probably get into trouble for doing so. 

Practitioners’ feelings towards weapon play and the setting's zero tolerance approach to it corresponds with Richards’ view that zero tolerance policies usually stem from practitioners' own uncomfortableness with children’s fascination with weapon play, rather than a carefully considered decision to ban the play (2014). Moreover, there is no evidential basis for practitioners to prevent this kind of play. There are no written policies or local authority advice that supports zero tolerance of weapon play, in fact, quite the opposite is true. Though now some years old, Confident, Capable and Creative: Supporting Boys’ Achievements remains relevant in its guidance for practitioners. Recognising the issue it states:
“Images and ideas gleaned from the media are common starting points in boys’ play and may involve characters with special powers or weapons. Adults can find this type of play particularly challenging and have a natural instinct to stop it. This is not necessary as long as practitioners help the boys to understand and respect the rights of other children and to take responsibility for the resources and environment.” (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2007, p. 16)

If practitioners are not advised to prevent weapon play, then what is it that causes the majority of those caring for the children within my setting to want to completely ban a particular kind of play that is extremely popular with many children? Carlsson-Paige and Levin theorise that parents and teachers alike often have concerns that allowing young children to engage in weapon play will “contribute to militaristic values in adulthood” (1990, p. 31) and therefore develop an enthusiasm for real guns, thinking of them as thrilling and powerful. This concurs with the view point of many practitioners within the setting that if they allow pretend guns, they will also be promoting acceptance of the use of real guns that will extend into adult life. This is an unlikely outcome however as the most reliable predictor of adult firearms ownership is “growing up with a gun in the home” (Gresham, 2016, p. 35). In other research; parenting and culture (Cao, Cullen, & Link, 1997), victimization and fear of crime (DeFronzo, 1979) (Kleck, et al, 2011) (Wallace, 2015), and political conservatism (Hepburn, et al, 2007) are all named as indicators for probable gun possession; but nowhere is there a correlation between weapon play in the early years and the acquisition of guns in adulthood.   

Preventing children who actively engage in weapon play could actually be detrimental for their development. Child psychiatrist, Dr Terr discusses children who have issues with aggression in interview with Jones, advising that they “need to shoot… it’s one of the best tools they have for dealing with their aggression, and taking that away from them only complicates the problems” (Jones, 2002, p. 54). Furthermore, weapon play can actually be used to positively support all children’s development. Popper explains that when a child engages in weapon play, “the theme of the game is conflict, [but] the process of the game involves co-operation and harmony” (2013, p. 13). It is not just social development that weapon play can support: children’s personal and emotional development may also be promoted through weapon play. Through imaginary scenarios of conflict, children can symbolically overcome potential causes of anxiety they may encounter in their real lives. For example, in a role playing game of the three little pigs, defeating the big bad wolf, who is symbolic of a threat to their homes and security, can emotionally equip children in dealing with real life struggles and conflicts (Boyd, 1997; Brown, 2008). Instead of shutting these games down, practitioners should be using these opportunities to support children’s personal, social and emotional development. Bryce-Clegg comments on this further by informing readers of how weapon play can have a positive impact on children’s learning and development as “it gives them an opportunity to explore their interpretations of what they see going on in the world around them” (2013, p. 53), not only in what they experience at home but also what they see in the media. Furthermore it can facilitate the exploration of difficult concepts such as risk, control and power and help them to cope with feelings of fear or anxiety in a safe and controlled environment (Kuykendall, 1995).  

So what can practitioners do to take advantage of this interest, so as to positively support children’s development? To begin with, a setting cannot simply go from a zero tolerance policy one day to overturning it the next. Everybody involved must be on board before making any changes to an approach that is so rooted in personal anxieties. There will most likely be considerable apprehension before implementing a new strategy and, to ensure that lasting change is made to practice, the experience must be positive for everyone. It is therefore important not only to put practitioners at ease before any change is considered, but also children and parents. Everyone must be confident with and committed to change before it can be implemented. For some settings this might mean that the possibility of relaxing their approach to weapon play is ruled out, “because the team is split in its view of zero tolerance and it has been felt that the acrimony and tension which might follow if change were to be enforced would limit any benefits the change might bring” (Holland, 2003, p. 98). Having a meeting with both parents and staff means that the benefits that can be brought by relaxing a zero tolerance policy to weapon play can be thoroughly discussed, individuals’ concerns can be expressed and the topic analysed as a group. 

So if one manages to persuade everyone with vested interests at the setting of the benefits of weapon play, how should a new approach be implemented? A setting cannot just reject zero tolerance practices without first having agreed policies and procedures and practitioners and children must be very clear on what is expected of them before introducing it into practice (Rich, 2003). Some areas which might be considered during the formulation of a weapon play policy are: the environment in which weapon play can safely take place; the rules that will guide both children and adults to take an equal responsibility in caring for the environment, resources and each other; and regular assessment of weapon play policy. On a regular basis the weapon play policy should be evaluated so as to check its effectiveness and make modifications to ensure there are strategies in place to prevent negatively impacting the children or their learning environment. 

As a part of the process of creating a new policy The North Yorkshire County Council advises that settings should consult both staff and parents on aspects likely to be affected. It also suggests that settings ask children, parents and staff about their opinions so as to understand different views and further suggests that settings observe both the children’s behaviour and adult practice in preparation for creating a policy (2011). For the setting in which I work, the first step to be taken to begin the process of relaxing the zero tolerance policy will be to carry out some action research within the setting on this area of practice. For this both the children and practice at the setting must be observed. Children’s views and opinions of the topic also need to be ascertained through discussion and those of  practitioners and families though a questionnaire. Once research has been concluded the process for creating a policy can begin. A staff meeting can enable information found through the action research to be discussed and hopefully a consensus of change can be reached. If all staff members are on board, a meeting with the families of the setting can be held to discuss the topic and put any worries to rest. So long as all parties agree with relaxing the approach, a policy can be created by information gathered from the research as well as ideas and thoughts ascertained from discussions. As with any policy, it would need to be reviewed and updated regularly in a looping cycle of evaluative activity. This process supports effective working in practice and ensures different perspectives can be taken into account over time. 

Many practitioners regard weapon play as an area which must be suppressed and ignored (Bryce-Clegg, 2014) but this is precisely the reason that this important area of play should be brought into the light and closely examined. On the surface, it may seem common sense to prohibit young children from playing with pretend weapons, especially in light of horrific incidents such as the recent terror attacks in London and Manchester. For most people allowing young children to carry around fake guns and pretend to shoot each other seems both irresponsible and damaging to their social development (Clarke, 2015). Children repeatedly engage in this kind of play however, despite it being banned by the setting, which shows that a zero tolerance approach does not work in eradicating weapon play. Ultimately it is up to the children what games they play. As the current approach is proving inadequate, it is surprising this issue is not reflected upon more by practitioners - if other areas proved to be so ineffectual, then practitioners would usually agree that changes are needed. 

Spreading more awareness and sparking debates on the topic of weapon play should help to encourage practitioners to reflect on it in relation to their own practice and may enable many to open up to the idea of relaxing zero tolerance. Before reaching a point of implementation, there are many obstacles to reforming my settings approach to weapon play. The first is persuading other practitioners and parents that there are benefits to relaxing our zero tolerance policy and allaying fears about perceived consequences of allowing children to engage in weapon play. The process of relaxing a zero tolerance policy may be long and complex but the process itself could be of great benefit to adults and children alike. The time and energy that has previously been spent controlling play could be used to support children’s play, as well as providing great opportunities for developing young children’s social skills and creativity. For this reason I believe there should be a call to arms for the argument to support weapon play.  
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