

Risk in Play

What is risk? 
“The probability of a hazard causing actual injury or harm”
“To incur the chance of unfortunate consequences by doing something”

What is a hazard/danger?
A hazard is a physical situation that could be harmful – a source of potential danger. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Children may not be able to assess a hazard, for example, pollution, electrical cables, rotting trees, busy roads, needles etc. Some hazards can be removed from the play setting such as litter, faulty equipment, poor wiring etc. Other hazards will always be present in or around the setting such as traffic, climbing equipment, scissors etc. Because these are present, playworkers must carry out risk assessments. These are not always written down. Most playworkers without realising it are constantly on the lookout for hazards and danger.

Risk is something children can recognise. A risk needs to be assessed and a judgement made as to whether the exposure to the chance of injury, loss or harm is acceptable or not. This will clearly depend on the level of harm e.g. a child is more likely to decide to jump off a relatively low wall where they may skin their knees than off the top of a high wall where they are likely to break bones. 

If we decide that risk and challenge are unacceptable to our children then opportunities for children’s play are severely restricted. Without risk, which is a normal part of life and development, children will not be able to develop their skills for decision making, stretch themselves and take responsibility for their own lives. They will learn by mistakes they make in their judgement. 
[image: http://images.google.co.uk/images?q=tbn:-SiJfpNSrSkJ:www.dhr.state.md.us/county/allegany/famnet/images/treekid.jpg]Playworkers must ensure they offer children a degree of risk and challenge within out of school clubs.  We hope to give playworkers ideas for ways to increase reasonable risk and challenge without straying into hazardous and dangerous play.  Many clubs worry about the use of bouncy castles but with adequate supervision, mats and a clear set of rules for children to follow, children can have a great time and be challenged in a safe setting where accidents are unlikely to occur. 

How do children develop?

Curiosity – The Fuel of Development
Think about how much has to be learned by a baby – consider that by 2 years old a child will have learnt more than it will in the rest of its life. Children learn by questioning, exploring and trying new things.
It is important for adults to fuel curiosity; however it can be stopped in its tracks by
Fear – this kills curiosity – if the child is afraid or he suffers disruption in his life such as abuse, family disruption, even moving house, he may not like new and novel experience, but cling to what he knows, and stop exploring and questioning and therefore learning & developing.

Disapproval – Don’t touch that, don’t go in there, don’t get dirty etc. We’ve all heard this and yet if we think about the things we wanted to do as children they probably all invited disapproval. Again this kills the child’s ability to explore and even take some risks which, if managed sensibly can help development.

Absence: The absence of supportive adults such as good playworkers can limit development through curiosity. Adults provide a sense of safety for children who feel that if something goes wrong when they are exploring, the adult will fix it. Also children get a huge amount of pleasure from showing and sharing with adults new things/skills they have discovered. An adult can also use their experience f the world to offer suggestions and ideas for children’s play. It is VITAL the adult passes on the information then allows the child to use this without trying to manipulate the play to mimic what the adult enjoyed or thinks the children should do. 

	Curiosity
	leads to
	Exploration

	Exploration
	leads to
	Discovery

	Discovery
	leads to
	Pleasure

	Pleasure
	leads to
	Repetition

	Repetition
	leads to
	Mastery

	Mastery
	leads to
	New Skills

	New Skills
	leads to
	Confidence

	Confidence
	leads to
	Self esteem

	Self esteem
	leads to
	Sense of security

	Security
	leads to
	More exploration



Why Children Need Risk to Support Their Development

Play is a natural process which supports all aspects of children’s development. All play involves some element of either physical or psychological risk.  We are all aware that in today’s environment children have much less access to outdoor play spaces (they cover an area roughly a tenth of the size of 30 years ago). As playworkers we must therefore offer play that will help children develop their risk management skills within a safe environment.  Unless there is a shift towards playworkers offering reasonable risk and challenging play, not only will children be unable to pass on risk management skills to their own children, but playworkers too will lose the ability.  Risk taking in play is a fundamentally important skill that children need to develop quickly to help them learn the limitations of their physical abilities e.g. whether they can get to the top of a tree or jump over a burn, or whether they are socially skilled enough to deal with confrontations. 
The 11 Newcastle Points Bob Hughes – a theoretical and applied playworker developed these points during a training session in Newcastle. They show what people feel comes of good quality play experiences including challenging play:
Children experiencing good quality play will be able to:
1. Think for themselves
2. Make their own decisions
3. Have confidence in their abilities
4. Develop empathy
5. Develop values
6. Test out strategies without the stigma of failure
7. Resolve contradictions and inconsistencies
8. Communicate their needs, beliefs and desires more clearly
9. To have an understanding of the life process
10. To develop an understanding of the interrelationship of everything
11. To question everything

To help a healthy child to grow [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Adapted from Play for Wales summer 2004
Source: OOSC Federation PIRATE Workshops August 2004 
] 

· Give access to indoor and outdoor spaces where children can explore their own ideas. Children love to be outdoors and outdoor play helps keep them fit
· Give children time to play. There are benefits in organised activities and electronic games, but children will be healthier if they have plenty time for play
· Allow children to take on challenges like walking along or jumping off walls and climbing trees – they can make judgements for themselves about safety!
· Encourage them to wear clothes they can move around in easily and get damaged and/or dirty as they play – get parents to supply them for the club
· Think twice about mess! What is more important – children’s healthy development or the way the garden/club looks while they are playing (you can always encourage them to help tidy at the end of the session!)
· Provide lots of raw materials they can adapt as they wish
· WAIT to be invited to join in and let the children decide how and what they want to play. If you are not invited show an interest later on – ask questions and give positive feedback on the play
· SHOW children how to deal with traffic, weigh up strangers and develop strategies to cope with dangerous situations so that when they reach an age when they can play out they are able to do so confidently
· Remember what you liked doing as a child. Our experiences are valuable – think of ways to share them without manipulating children’s chosen play
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