A statement of the IPA EWNI Aims – May 2011


IPA EWNI Aims in support of play and provision for play 

International Play Association – England, Wales and Northern Ireland (IPA EWNI) aims to uphold the right of all children and young people to the opportunity, time and space to play in their own way. IPA EWNI welcomes as members all individuals and groups who share these aims and are able to contribute by:

· Fostering and facilitating evidence gathering and exchange (beyond and between international borders) to inform, invigorate, critique and enhance practice, research and policy relating to play, environments for play and provision for play 
· Fostering global bonding:
· promoting the premise that playing is a universal human behaviour and that the benefits to children and young people achieving their right to play are shared by all races and people around the world 
· recognising that international professional networking and relationship building encourages mutual support and promotes understanding

This can be achieved through:

· Debating in all relevant national and international areas, the philosophical and practical rationales for intervening in children’s play and the appropriateness and effectiveness of the various responses that have arisen from them 
· Advising and supporting the IPA International Board to effectively work to influence international bodies and agencies
· Facilitating the international exchange of evidence and experience (for instance, events, articles, papers, contribution to PlayRights magazine, website and supporting study visits) 
· Contributing to global consultation initiatives
· Facilitating ‘cross-fertilisation’ between disciplines that have an interest or impact on children and young people’s play, environments for play and provision for play
· Setting up working groups as necessary to support activities in line with our aims




IPA EWNI Statement for Play and Playwork 

Article 31 of the UNCRC states that:

1. State Parties recognise the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.
2. State Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage provision of appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic recreational and leisure activities.

It is therefore necessary for IPA EWNI to be clear about the benefits of play and how adults should provide for play.

What is play? 

In 1984, playworkers in the UK adopted a definition for play that included the components of free choice, personal direction and intrinsic motivation – that children engaged in play for own reasons and not for any external goal or reward. This definition was developed from the literature of the day, and was felt to encapsulate what playworkers agreed reflected play’s observed natural state in children and other playing species. It also implied the values that playworkers applied to their work with children, which were later encapsulated in the Playwork Principles (2005).

Along with these parameters, play was also generally agreed to be:
· a nomadic, spontaneous, first-hand, often fantasy experience
· whose behaviour is often exaggerated, and 
· whose content and intent is controlled by the child

Why is play important?

Behaviour that reflects these characteristics is important because of the increasingly convincing evidence linking it to a range of advantages – bio-evolutionary and others – afforded to the child. 

For example:

	· brain plasticity/growth			
	Byers, 1998

	· neural organisation			 
	Brown, 1998; Sutton-Smith, 2007


	· cortical maps and consciousness 		
	Damasio, 2000; Brown, 1998


	· muscular growth				 
	Byers, 1998


	· good physical and mental health 		
	Harlow, 1971; Brown, 1998; Sutton-Smith 1997; Stevens and Price, 2000


	· resilience and optimism			 
	Masten, 2001; Rutter, 2006; Lester and Russell, 2008

	· flexible problem solving			
	Bruner, 1972; Sylva; 1976; Konner, 2010

	· ecological immersion and spatial navigation	 
	Orr, 2002

	· the development of adaptive strategies	
	Burghardt, 2005

	· ‘rolling with the punches’ of life	 	
	Siviy, 1998

	· maintaining good relationships 		 
	Pellis, 1998


IPA EWNI feel that neither these outcomes, nor the specific view of play, as free ranging, neophilic repertoires controlled by children themselves, evidentially linked to them, are given the importance for children that they reflect. Consequently play, playwork and provision for play seem undervalued, perhaps even undermined by some of the professionals who advocate for it. 

Playwork

IPA EWNI believe that this definition of play, and the outcomes allied to that definition also imply important practical parameters for working with children at play, several of which may provide difficult hierarchical, political, social and cultural challenges for the adult community. 

Therefore:

To play (and thus to benefit from play’s outcomes) children need to be able to:
· immerse themselves unhindered by danger, interruption or unnecessary intervention, in a diverse, quirky, neophilic, private, elemental, natural, malleable, optimum-sized space, 
· operate with a free, self-reliant, spontaneous, curious mindset, and 
· be close to other children, other species, and 
· have access to knowledgeable and professional adults

The principle is to uphold Article 31 of the UNCRC by supporting play and the conditions where play can take place.


Rationale for the changes and additions

The IPA has been in existence for fifty years, promoting children’s right to play.

However, in that period, views of childhood, play and what is meant by appropriate provision for play, have changed fundamentally. IPA was aware of these developments and commissioned work to bring the organisation’s thinking ‘up-to-speed’. At the same time developments in playwork itself have resulted in several other texts, including the Playwork Principles (2005).

Lester and Russell ground their report (2010) in the well-argued belief that play is fundamental to the health and well-being of children; however it challenges the conception of childhood as ‘a rehearsal for adulthood, and those opinions that describe play as a ‘mechanism for development, and a ‘way of developing the skills needed for adult life’.

Instead it prefaces what it sees as play’s likely longer-term reasons for being, with ‘play-centric’ deductive statements that interpret play as an immediate and ‘valuable’ experience for the child. Namely:

· Play is about creating a world in which, for that moment, children are in control
· It is primarily behaviour for its own sake, for the pleasure and joy of being able to do it
· Play offers opportunities to move beyond existing ways of being, to transform structures and cross borders
 
Along with other critical contemporary texts it also supports the accepted currency of play, i.e. that play is intrinsically involved in the creation, organisation and mapping of the childhood brain. For example:

It is reasonable to think that the allocation of brain development between pre- and post-natal phases is related to the prevalence of play… (Burghardt, 2005: 511) 

Play is turned on when there is an opportunity for experience dependent modification of the [brain] and turned off shortly after the architecture of the [brain] is complete. (Burghardt, 2005: 214)

However, IPA (World)’s own analysis is derived less from these contemporary bio-evolutionary views of play, and more from a conservative socio-political view of childhood and play. For example, IPA’s Proposals for Action are couched in terms of the Government Departments that impact of children’s lives (health, education, welfare, leisure and planning) and are functionally and politically biased (leaning towards adult agendas of sanitation, social development, attainment and cooperation, rather than being focused on the needs of the benefits to children of playing).

In IPA’s view of children’s rights, for example – and to some extent this view is shared by Lester and Russell too – play is subsumed into other rights, rather than being a facilitator of them as expressed in Hughes (Tokyo 1991).

It is IPA EWNI’s view that neither play, nor those practices developed to facilitate play (playwork) are given sufficient weight as born out in the current literature. 

We feel that a statement for play and playwork should be less about adult’s aspirational political agendas that seek to acculturate play, and more about what we feel is essential to support children’s play so that they are able to experience regular, quality, authentic play that will enable them to face a changing, unpredictable and demanding future with the skills and bio-evolutionary advantages that nature has selected.
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