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In this paper I contend that perhaps we (early educators) are focussing on an erroneous debate. Rather than polarising play, development, teaching and pedagogy, we should alternatively be considering the value of play from a different perspective. Instead of focusing on whether play should be used by adults as a pedagogical approach to support children’s learning and development, or whether this adulterates children’s lives (Sturrock & Else, 2001, cited in Andrews 2019) we should instead focus on how play can support children’s growth. 

To children play is simple; to adults it comes with tension and anxieties (Wood & Chesworth 2017). Despite Ofsted’s insistence that they do not have a preferred teaching style (Ofsted 2019), play and pedagogy remains a contested issue.  The ambiguous statement in the EYFS (DfE 2018) that “Each area of learning and development must be implemented through planned, purposeful play” (1.8) suggests that play should be used for the purpose of learning and development. As Fleet and Reed (2019) note however, UK policy makers do not commit to a definition of play, potentially leaving educators with a confused pedagogic understanding based on individual, contextual interpretation.

The Ofsted (2015) guidance “Teaching and play in the early years –a balancing act?” seems to support the use of play as a vehicle for learning and development, stating that “in

every playful encounter we observed, adults, consciously or otherwise, were

teaching” (p.5). Herein is where the failure to define what play is starts to raise problems; is a 'playful encounter' the same as 'play'? 

Those taking a play worker perspective of play would argue that a playful encounter and play are not synonymous.  The Committee on the Rights of the Child’s definition of children’s play (CRC 2013) focuses on the power balance between children and adults, noting that play should be controlled and structured by the children, “undertaken for its own sake, rather than as a means to an end” characterised by “fun, uncertainty, challenge, or emotional activity” (p.6). For the purposes of this piece the CRC definition of play will be referred to as “authentic play” (Hughes, cited in Mannello et. al 2019). Juxtaposed with the controlled play of the EYFS (DfE 2018) the play worker perspective positions play as unregulated. It is difficult to see how this aligns with the EYFS developmental goals, and it is therefore understandable that educators, who may instinctively value authentic play, are uneasy about how this supports development.

Some seek to reconcile the two perspectives by viewing play through a developmental lens.  Children are ‘allowed’ to lead their own play, whilst the observing educator records progress against developmental goals of the EYFS (DfE 2018). This could be seen as a “bridge” (Macintyre 2012, p. vii) between the two perspectives; children who construct a dog kennel from milk crates and planks of wood could be said to be refining their gross motor, communication, mathematical and reasoning skills, for example. But this appears to be a 'fudge' of neither one thing nor another, neither pure play nor teaching. The ‘play versus teaching debate’ has many advocates for each position with strong convictions on all sides. 
The pedagogic divide

As early years practice becomes increasingly focussed on preparing children for the formalities of school there is concern that the concept of infancy has been destroyed and children in their early years are regarded as the same as all other children studying the National Curriculum (McDowall Clark 2017, p.11). Evidence for this can be seen in the changing language by which even young children are referred to in schools. The discourse has moved from ‘boys and girls’ to ‘pupils’ to ‘students’ and even ‘scholars’. The implication is that children are valued for their academic achievement; the adult’s role is to focus on cognitive rather than holistic development. An Australian colleague reported that she increasingly noticed that even babies were referred to as ‘students’ by her Early Childhood Studies undergraduates in assignments. Within this landscape of academic learning there appears to be little space for play. 
Rogers (2011, cited in Andrews 2012, p.155) expresses concern regarding the “pedagogisation of play” whereby play comes to be seen in narrow, developmental terms; a convenient fudge between authentic play and play for learning and development. This fits with a wider concern about the  “schoolification” (McDowall Clark 2017, p.10) of childhood, whereby young children are prepared for formal education and future employability at an ever younger age.  

In the UK all four nations have different early years regulatory frameworks; all claim to be based on play and playful learning. However, the need to evidence children’s developmental progress unavoidably influences educators’ pedagogic practice. Whilst their values may lie with authentic play, accountability dictates what is measured, recorded, and therefore practised.

Lack of clarity surrounding the pedagogy/play/learning/teaching debate is open to exploitation by those in power whose agendas may differ from those of educators. This may result in educators metaphorically throwing their hands in the air and following the path of least resistance, accepting increased schoolification for the sake of a quiet life. A repositioning of play would enable educators to justify its place in their planning, bypassing the well-rehearsed arguments that tie them up in potentially distracting knots.

Closing the divide

“Planned, purposeful play” (EYFS 2018, 1.8) can be linked to the theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) (Vygotsky 1978). Here development is situated in the socio-cultural context whereby children are supported by a more knowledgeable other to progress from their current developmental level to just beyond this, still within the scope of their understanding (see simplified image below). 
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Image 1: Zone of Proximal Development 

As an educator there is an undeniable ‘buzz’ of being the more knowledgeable other. It is immensely satisfying to watch a child have an ‘ah-ha’ moment and know it is thanks to your efforts. Take teaching about rhyming, for example. It is delightful when a child enjoys a game of rhyming snap, continuing a rhyming string to the point where the words become nonsensical; here the child is situated perfectly in their Zone of Proximal Development; a triumph of “planned, purposeful play” (EYFS 2018, 1.8). However, as Pound (2014, p.23) points out, there is a need to distinguish between teaching and learning: “teaching does not equal learning. Every practitioner knows that by no means everything that one intends to teach is learned. Conversely, many things which are not taught are all too easily learned”. For every child playing rhyming snap there may be at least one other who does not understand. They may be unintentionally taught that rhyming is easy for others but not for them. When the Zone of Proximal Development is misjudged and a child fails, there is a danger that they begin to label themselves as failures and associate being taught with shame (Titcombe 2015). 

Another issue with the ‘buzz’ of being the more knowledgeable other is the contrasting dissatisfaction felt by educators when facilitating authentic play. Moyles (1989 p. 168) suggests that educators find play tedious because of an ingrained work ethic that diminishes the value of play for its own sake. She noted that the lack of “neat packages of learning” may explain why there is resistance to authentic, unstructured play opportunities in settings. 

Whilst the ZPD is an important one in terms of development, “it seems to focus especially on the kind of interaction involved in schooling and preparation for the use of academic discourse and tools” (Rogoff 2003, p. 282). If we consider play within a wider perspective of learning and education as opposed to teaching and development, authentic play finds a home. 
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Image 2: simplified version of the Learning Zone Model

The Learning Zone Model (Senninger, 2000, cited in Charfe and Gardner 2019) provides an alternative to the developmentally focused ZPD. It recognizes the importance of the comfort zone as a safe place to consolidate skills already learned and to reflect on the implications of knowledge. To learn something new, however, there is a necessity to cross the border into the learning zone. As new experiences are accommodated by the learner their comfort zone expands. This requires an element of risk, everyone having different tolerance levels of what is acceptable. No one, therefore, should be forced out of their comfort zone into their assumed learning zone. A leap from comfort to learning zone that is too extreme can cause great anxiety, retained in the emotional part of the brain and re-lived in similar situations. Although the child may cognitively be able to assimilate new skills and knowledge in the future, panic triggered by the brain when remembering previously negative experiences prevents learning from taking place.

In authentic play children choose when to cross the border from comfort to learning zone, avoiding panic. Revisiting the play worker principles (Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group 2005, cited in Mannello et.al. 2019) can support how each child charts their own path from comfort zone to learning zone. Although the principles should be regarded as a whole, number two is particularly relevant to authentic play and how it supports children to risk moving from their comfort zone to their learning zone:

2. Play is a process that is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. That is, children and young people determine and control the content and intent of their play, by following their own instincts, ideas and interests, in their own way for their own reasons. (Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group 2005, cited in Mannello et.al. 2019 p.129).

When children control the “content and intent” of play the boundary between the comfort zone and the learning zone is controlled by them, therefore avoiding the panic zone. Through authentic play experiences children’s learning zones expand organically resulting in “good psychic health and neural growth and organization” (Hughes 2012, cited in Mannello et.al. 2019). Herein lies the key; authentic play may or may not lead to developmental outcomes, but it will almost certainly facilitate children’s growth and holistic learning. 
Thinking forward
The play/learning/teaching/pedagogy debate elicits as many perspectives as there are educators. Playful teaching encounters leading to development have their place in early years settings, however, if we move away from the notion of play as something that advances children’s development and consider it from the perspective of wider learning and growth, the debate is no longer a contest. It becomes a philosophical issue depending upon the needs of the child, the actions of the practitioner, the needs of the community and the systems which impact upon the finances and direction of the curriculum (Fleet and Reed 2019). It is evident that “systems influence educators, but educators also can, and should, influence systems” (Stobbs 2019, p. 206). 

Whether or not educators facilitate authentic play opportunities is dependent on what they consider to be the purpose of children’s early years. If they subscribe to the current government agenda that it is to prepare children for scoring highly in tests, then authentic play is likely to becoming increasingly rare. If, however, educators want children to be prepared for the tests of life as well as a life of tests (Claxton and Lucas 2015), then authentic play will be an important aspect of learning in early years education and life-long learning.
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