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1  Introduction

“Play is freely chosen, personally directed, intrinsically motivated behaviour that actively engages the child”

                                                                                                                              Best Play, 2000

WSA Community Consultants were engaged by Croydon Play Service in March 2009 to undertake a play needs analysis of 8-13 year old children and young people, with a particular emphasis on those groups considered ‘harder to reach’ and/or those not served well by current play provision.  These groups have been identified by the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and by Croydon Borough Council as being girls and young women, ethnic minority groups (particularly travellers and refugees/asylum seekers) and disabled children.

It was agreed that a sample group of 40 8-13 year olds would be interviewed to specifically include the input of children in those identified groups, and that participants would be drawn from as wide a geographical spread across the borough as possible.

Interviews with children took place throughout May and June 2009.

The focus of consultation

Following a meeting with Croydon Play Service Project Manager, WSA Community Consultants were asked to develop consultation tools based on the following:

· Children’s experience of play 

· What children want to get out of play

· What play means to children

· How children can be enabled to think more creatively about play

· The values of play based on free choice and range of experience

Much previous consultation with children in the borough has concentrated on   the physical aspects of play, play space and resources. This consultation was commissioned in order to focus on the emotional aspects of play for children. 

The purpose of the analysis is to inform the development of the 2010-2013 Play Strategy for the borough, and to enhance other existing data.

For simplicity, throughout this report children and young people 8-13 are referred to as ‘children’.
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3  Methodology

The needs analysis involved the following stages:

Review of information available in the borough

WSA undertook a review of available information provided by Croydon Play Service and partners on play, and current consultation with children in the borough to inform interview content.  These documents are listed in section 7.

Consideration of relevant literature and thinking on play

WSA considered a range of sources on current thinking and good practice from the play sector in relation to play, and in particular play for the 8-13 age group, to inform interview content. Sources and documents are listed in section 7.

Development of a fieldwork timetable

WSA were provided with a range of contacts for play providers, youth clubs, primary and secondary schools, voluntary and community groups, childminders and extended schools to gain permission for access to children via these services.  Individual, pair and small group interviews were organised with assistance from professionals to secure as wide a geographical spread across the borough as possible.

Interviews were undertaken in the following places:

· Childminder’s home, Thornton Heath

· St Joseph’s School, Upper Norwood

· Play Plus half term scheme, Roedown Children’s Centre, New Addington

· Play Plus half term scheme,  Byron Primary School, Coulsdon

· St Andrew’s School Parish Church Children’s Club, Waddon

· Christian Family Concern, Norbury

· Coloma Convent Girls’ School, Heathfield

· Gilbert Scott Primary School, Selsdon

The fieldwork schedule is attached as appendix iv.
Forty-one children were interviewed in total, ranging in age from 8 to 13 and consisting of:

· 21 girls

· 20 boys

· 21 children of black and minority ethnic heritage

· 20 children of white UK and white ‘other’ heritage

· 7 children who were identified as having learning disabilities or special educational needs

· 2 children who were identified as having physical impairments

· 2 x 8 year olds

· 11 x 9 year olds

· 5 x 10 year olds

· 9 x 11 year olds

· 8 x 12 year olds

· 6 x 13 year olds

Full demographic information is attached as appendix i.

Contact was made with agencies who were identified as being able to potentially provide access to children from Traveller communities and Tamil communities who were not being reached via other agencies.  Unfortunately no access to children from these communities was gained during the project timescale. The views and ideas from children in these communities have therefore not been represented in this report.

Development and use of research tools

The following ideas and concepts of play informed the development of appropriate consultation tools with children in this age group:

The principles of ‘best play’*: these are seven objectives that state what play provision should be aiming to do for children and young people:

1. Extend the choice and control that children have over their play, the freedom they enjoy and the satisfaction they gain from it

2. Recognise the child’s need to test boundaries, and respond positively to that need

3. Manage the balance between the need to offer risk and the need to keep children safe from harm

4. Maximise the range of play opportunities

5. Foster independence and self-esteem

6. Foster children’s respect for others and offer opportunities for social interaction

7. Foster the child’s well-being, healthy growth and development, knowledge and understanding, creativity and capacity to learn

*Best Play: what play provision should do for children

Play Link, Children’s Play Council and National Playing Fields Association, 2000

· That adults’ own remembered experiences of play are similar to children’s own experiences in principle, but that some children will have limited experiences for reasons of gender, race, culture, (dis)ability, social and economic circumstances, built environment, parental attitudes (to strangers, to risk, to the quality of play provision) and the range of opportunities that are provided in a given area.  Discussions need to be flexible enough to tease out the different experiences of different groups of children

· That what children say about play when ‘consulted’ by adults in a directed process is often different from children’s actual behaviour and engagement in play when they are observed without being ‘consulted’.  Much consultation with children and young people falls into the trap of ‘facilitating children to play adult games’

· The concept of ‘playable spaces’ is that we consider all of our built environment as a potential play space for children/young people, and that we should not focus solely on the creation/designation of parks and playgrounds

· That to understand what play is for children is about understanding the emotional content of their activities– less about the ‘what do you want to do?’ and more about the ‘why do you want to do this?’  
· Some children and young people may need persuading of the pleasures and benefits of outdoor play 

-    That there is really no such thing as ‘free play’ - that all play experiences 

      are structured to a greater or lesser extent by the resources available, the 

      people involved and the context in which play takes place

· That young adolescents (11-13), and in some cases younger children –

may deny that ‘play’ is something they do, as this is seen as something young children do

· That play is often ‘in the moment’ and mostly not pre-planned, so children

are not always aware of what they are thinking about when they choose to play, nor can they always explain it to adults in ways adults understand

· That ‘places for play should offer children opportunities to: engage with their natural surroundings, be sociable and solitary, create imaginary worlds, test boundaries, construct and alter their surroundings, experience change and continuity, take acceptable levels of risk…. Places for play should please and stimulate the senses, and be sources of delight and surprise.’  (Source: Play Link)
Following consideration of these concepts and by acknowledging the varying needs of the interview group (including age range, gender, learning and physical disabilities, proximity to, and experience of play provision) WSA Community Consultants developed a semi-structured interview schedule which would enable children to discuss play and to some extent be able to decide the direction of discussion.  The tools needed to be adaptable enough to work with individual children as well as pairs and small groups, and with children with learning and other disabilities.

The interview schedule was based on the following:

· What children consider to be play

· How play makes children feel

· What children say they gain from play

· Where children want to play

· The possibilities of play: children’s ideas of what makes good play experiences

· What children think will enable better play experiences 

All interviews were recorded to enable free discussion with the interviewer, and were later transcribed for analysis. The interview schedule is attached as appendix ii.  Not all questions were used with each individual, pair or group, and the interviewer prompted children to talk further about particular issues and interests they raised.  Spontaneous prompts are not included with the interview schedule.

Following discussion, the interviewer set out 40 photographs of different types of play space and various play activities in inner city, urban, suburban and rural settings.  Some of these photographs depicted children of various ages playing in the space and others were simply of the space itself.  Each child was asked to look at the photos and pick up to 3 that appealed to them most based on:

· wanting to play in that space themselves, and/or

· wanting to do that activity or have that experience themselves

Some children asked to pick more than 3 photos and this was agreed.  Each child was to talk about why they chose each photograph. This information has been integrated throughout the analysis, as well as included (most popular photos) in appendix iii.

Following interviews each child was given a £5 voucher as a token of thanks for their time and input.

Analysis of data and aggregate themes 

Discussions were analysed using the technique of constant comparative analysis (identifying which themes keep emerging).  Also included are particular thoughts and ideas of individual or very few children that are not repeat themes but have been chosen for inclusion in the report because they may offer new perspectives, challenges or suggestions in terms of contributing to Croydon’s developing Play Strategy.

There is some scope for highlighting differences between children based on gender, disability and age and some perspectives have been offered in this report. However to fully understand the particular issues and needs of target groups will require specific questioning and analysis beyond the scope of this piece of work.  Some key recommendations have been made to this effect.
4  Summary of findings

4.1 Kinds of play children said they engaged in

· All children interviewed took part in active, physical play including team games and - what they also considered to be play - organised sports

· Children, particular younger ones, liked to ‘muck about’

· Older children played more team sports, and were ‘hanging out’ and ‘talking’ more as they got older

· Disabled children were less likely to be keen on organised sports.

· Older children were more likely to go into town and wander around shops in their free time than to spend time in playgrounds

· All children played on computers and games consoles, and all liked being outdoors also, with only a few expressing a preference for staying indoors on computers

· Girls mentioned imaginative play more than boys, and opinions varied as to whether children engaged in more or less imaginative play as they got older

· More boys mentioned liking to make and build things than girls did, though ‘making things’ was generally popular 

· All children liked being in, or creating dens and ‘secret spaces’

· Very few children expressed more of a preference for solitary play, but most children liked opportunities to both play with friends, and to have time on their own

4.2  What children said was the purpose of play

Children expressed their thoughts about the purpose of play, which were categorised as follows:

· To have fun and be happy

· To escape boredom

· To become healthy and have energy

· To be naughty and break rules

· To take risks and push/test yourself

· To feel free

· To get away from the pressures of school work

· To express emotions

· To be with others

· To compete and to win

· To belong to a team

· To learn to handle losing

· To make friends

· To keep moving and ‘enjoy the moment’

4.3  What children said they learned from play

What children said they learned was categorised into the following themes:

· Team work

· To try your best

· To take risks, to get hurt

· To challenge yourself and test your limits

· To face or overcome fears

· To learn skills and tricks/impress people

4.4  The feelings that children said play creates

The feelings children described have been categorised as follows:

· Being scared, thrilled and excited

· Feeling surprised

· Feeling ‘on top of the world’

· Feeling different 

· Feeling angry, upset or a sense of ‘unfairness’ if you don’t get to play

4.5 Where children play

· Only around half of the children interviewed said they were able to play out on the streets where they lived

· Permission to play out came with strict conditions about adult supervision and restrictions around area and times of use

· Parents’ fears about strangers, traffic, gangs and crime contributed to children’s outdoor play opportunities being restricted

· Not all children felt there was ‘anything to do’ in their local area, but others saw real possibilities in the ‘playable’ nature of their local neighbourhood

· Older children were keen to have more freedom from parental restrictions

· Most children did at some point play in parks and playgrounds but experiences and opinions of the quality of the spaces and suitability for their age groups was mixed.  Some children did not live near parks or playgrounds and had to travel if they wanted to use them

· Problems and dissatisfaction with outdoor play spaces included:

· Poor quality play opportunities

· Poor maintenance

· Gangs of teenagers

· Perception of the park as a ‘bad neighbourhood’

· Dogs and dog mess

· Tripping over little children

· Many children expressed a wish to have a trusted adult in their outdoor play space, for comfort and safety

· Children had mixed views about the quality of play opportunities and resources during school breaks.  Some children thought teachers considered there was not enough play for children at school. Children had a strong sense of lacking play time and opportunity at school, which was more pronounced in secondary school.  A key theme emerging was that children across this age range felt stressed and pressured about school work

· Many children had ‘secret spaces’ they went to when they either wanted to play alone or be away from adults.  It is likely adults know of these secret spaces as many are within children’s homes and gardens.  Children talked about going in these spaces when they felt angry, stressed or upset

4.6  Fears about safety and security

· Parental fears about strangers, crime and violence severely restrict children’s freedom and ability to have unsupervised play outdoors.  

· Children also expressed these fears, although older children challenged the idea that they should be restricted quite so much and wanted the opportunity to engage with the idea of their own skills in risk assessing.  

· Most children did want adults nearby, but also wanted more freedom. 

· Children spoke about high levels of crime including theft, stabbings and killings that they were aware of, although older children felt the media sensationalised these.  

· Younger children had been warned about ‘gangs’ and ‘hoodies’ and to stay away from them.

· Traffic was a major factor in parents not allowing children to play out on streets or travel to play spaces by foot or bike

· Bullying emerged as a fairly common experience during play. 

4.7  Children’s favourite play experiences

· Children expressed a wide range of experiences that had stuck in their memories.  Some were simple and everyday experiences such as playing with siblings and mucking about, and others were more out of the ordinary such as holidays on the beach and going camping overnight.  

· Being scared, thrilled and surprised was a very popular experience 

4.8  What play experiences children said they want

· All of the children want to be able to play outdoors in natural spaces.  In particular children wanted to play in trees, around water, grass and within a varied natural landscape.  Children thought this was very important

· Children wanted to be able to go camping and were attracted to the very traditional aspects of this – camp fires, marshmallows and camp fire songs

· Children are very attracted to making, building and spending time in dens, shelters and secret spaces that they can make their own.  Children expressed much enthusiasm for designing, making and spending time in dens and hideouts

· Children want opportunities to test their skills and push their limits. Adventure playgrounds, obstacle/assault courses, climbing and playing at different height levels were all very popular

· Cycling was popular with all ages

· Playing in and with water was very popular with all ages

· Children liked the idea of multi-use space for all age ranges including spaces where older people and trusted adults could be nearby without actually being in their play space

· Children asked for new and exciting experiences, to be surprised, to be able to find and discover things, for ‘crazy’ landscapes that fed the imagination, and to be able to play with animals and insects

4.9 What children thought would encourage them to think more creatively 

       about play

· Children felt they should be consulted more about play, and given the right to make final choices from adult short lists 

· Many children felt they would like to be able to design and make their own play spaces, in particular dens and hideouts.  Children were very enthusiastic about being given tools and materials to work on together as teams

· Children also mentioned storytelling, acting and being in ‘crazy’ spaces as a way of encouraging imaginative play

4.10  Consideration of gender and disability issues

· All of the children liked playing with both genders, and most children assumed boys and girls could do the same things  

· There were a couple of boys who thought active girls were ‘tomboys.’   

· Boys generally, and younger girls, liked playing football, and informal and organised sports and team games were popular, though less so with disabled children

· Tea parties were seen as ‘girls’ play’ but boys would join in 

· Differences became more apparent among older children where girls were more conscious of peer regard and felt they were moving away from ‘play’ into organised sport and ‘hanging out’ at school and in town

· Parental restrictions were apparent for both boys and girls

· Both genders liked similar activities on the whole, and some girls expressed a wish to do some activities, like skateboarding, away from boys so they ‘wouldn’t ruin it’ for them

· Disabled children were less keen to take risks and more concerned about hurting themselves (due most likely to parental overprotection and fear)

· A couple of disabled children talked about experiencing isolation and bullying during play, and this was also a theme among the whole cohort

5  Interviews with children: key themes

5.1 Kinds of play children said they engaged in

Children were offered a definition of play as being ‘whenever you choose to do something that you want to do in your own free time.’  Children were asked to say what they considered to be ‘play’ and what ‘play’ they most liked to do or take part in.  Children gave examples of what they did that they called play. This has been grouped into the following headings:

Physical play

All of the children said they took part in active, physical play, which variously included:

· Riding bikes

· Playing on go-karts

· Playing on scooters

· Running

· Jumping (around/off things)

· Running with my dogs

· Kicking a football

· Playing with bats and balls

· Ball games

· Climbing (trees, railings, monkeys bars)

· Skipping

· Dancing 

Active games

Physical play included taking part in team games with rules; the following were named:

· Hide and seek (or ‘40/40’)

· Chasing games

· Tag

· Football

· Cricket

· Basketball

· Netball

Mucking about

Some of the children, particularly younger children, talked about playing as ‘just being silly, just going crazy’; this included:

· Tickling people and being tickled

· Shouting, screaming and making noise

· Running around, chasing and running away

· Making a mess

· ‘Bundling’

· Squirting people with water guns

· Play fighting

· Rolling ourselves downhill

· Pushing and pulling 

Using playgrounds

Some of the children mentioned playing in playgrounds, either at schools, play centres or in parks, and specified the following activities:

· Playing on the swings

· Playing on the slides

· Climbing (on climbing frames, ropes and monkey bars)

· Zip wires

· Skipping

· Riding bikes and tricycles round the playground

· Roundabouts

· Playing in sandpits 

Hanging out/talking 

Most of the older children, boys and girls in the 11-13 age group, considered that ‘play’ for them was likely to be sport and organised team games, and that they had ‘grown out of playgrounds’ for the most part.  Older children said they spent much of their free time – during break times in school, and out of school - with friends ‘talking’ and ‘hanging out’. 

‘We hang with friends in play time; we don’t really want to play with the equipment anymore.’ 

Eessa, 13
When spending time with friends, older children said they tended to play sport after school or go ‘shopping or window shopping’ and ‘just walking about’ in Croydon, ‘looking for things to do’ or ‘buying little things.’

Being outdoors

Many of the children talked about ‘going outside’ which included:

· Just being outdoors

· Walking my dog

· Exploring

· Being in the woods

· Playing in my back garden

· Going into the maze and getting lost in there

· Playing with bugs in the garden

‘I go into the woods, there’s lots of trees and bushes.  I lift up the leaves, just throw them up in the air.  Other people do that too.  It feels funny.  I’m looking for things when I’m lifting them up – maybe chestnuts.’ 

Tyler, 12

When asked about whether they preferred to play indoors or outdoors, the majority of children chose to play outdoors, with only a couple of children preferring to be indoors.

Sports

Many of the children mentioned playing organised sports, both inside and outside of school time. Playing football with friends was very popular with boys and a number of girls in the younger age groups, although not with girls 12-13.  Cricket was also mentioned by a number of boys. Some children played sports in parks and in after school clubs. Basketball, netball, tennis and swimming were more popular with older girls. Except for one child, children with disabilities did not express an interest in organised sports, with two expressing a dislike for team sports. Some perspective on this is offered in section 5.10

With older children, sport was replacing some of the ‘play’ they previously took part in.

‘We play football with friends, we’re getting too old to play baby games. We like tennis, rubgy – more sport.’

Evander, 12

Some of the children who talked about football only considered football to be ‘playing’ when it took place in the park, and not when played at school during periods of sport.  Playing football games on computers or games consoles was considered ‘playing computer games’, not ‘playing football’.

Computers/games consoles

More boys than girls talked about playing on computers/games consoles, but computers were generally popular across both genders and the whole 8-13 age range. This appeared to be balanced with time spent in outdoor play, with children being clear about enjoying both.  Several children mentioned that when the weather is good, they would prefer to be playing outdoors than on computers.   A couple of boys did mention they preferred playing computers to being outdoors, and a couple of boys also said they could ‘play for whole days at a time’ if they were allowed. Generally computers are played with when children are alone, with family members or with 1 or 2 friends. 
Other indoor play

Apart from computers/games consoles, very few children mentioned other types of play that take place indoors.  The references were:

· Board games

· Watching TV and films

· Playing in my room (non-specified playing either alone or with friends)

· Colouring in

Imaginative play

Several children mentioned engaging in imaginative or dramatic play, more commonly girls than boys.  It was not always specified whether this took place outdoors or indoors.  Examples were:

· Playing mums and dads

· Playing the ‘boyfriend and girlfriend game’

· Pretending to be monkeys in a tree

· Pretending to be ponies having a race

· Playing tea parties  (mentioned once by girls and once by boys ‘if that’s what the girls are playing and we are bored so we join in’)
· Using play equipment or park equipment to create imaginative scenarios – these included ‘playing at pirates’ and ‘driving our cars’ and using poles and trees, to mark physical boundaries of play areas

‘Like we are sisters and we’re older and pretend we have cars – we make things up.  There are seats we use to pretend we are in cars. Now I’m older I prefer to use my imagination than to play on things.  I prefer playing in my imagination ‘cos my imagination has grown.  We pretend that we are sisters, older, we have cars and we’re really rich and pretend we’re like detectives and stuff like that.’ 

Samantha, 10

Some of the older children said they had ‘grown into’ imaginative games as they got older, but other older children felt these kinds of games were ‘for babies’.

Making and building things/creative play

Several children, mostly boys, talked about building or making things when they play, and some mentioned using wood and lego to ‘make things’:

‘I like to build and make things, and to take things apart.’   

William, 9

Several children talked about making, or creating ‘dens’ or ‘hideouts’. This is discussed in more detail later in this report.

Only a few children, both boys and girls, mentioned playing with art materials or other creative play outside of school. There were no specific questions relating to the use of art or creative materials in play, and there is no suggestion that this is something children do not value.

Solitary play

A few children talked about play as something they preferred to do by themselves. One boy described himself as ‘anti-social’. Many of the children also mentioned times when, despite having friends they could be with, they chose to be alone and play alone.

‘I go exploring by myself.  I don’t know what I’m looking for or what I’m doing when I’m exploring.  I explore by foot and by bike.’  

Hussein, 12

‘I like creating stuff where I can sit and relax; I would like to build a secret hide out, sometime to be alone and other times to be with people.’

Jack, 11
5.2 What children said was the purpose of play

Children were asked to think about why they play and what they get out of play.  Their thoughts have been summarised as follows:

To have fun/be happy

Most of the children talked about play being about ‘having fun’ and ‘being happy’.  Several children said simply ‘I play because it makes me happy.’

‘Play helps you balance out your life by having fun.’

Hussein, 12

To escape boredom

Boredom was a fairly common theme in discussions, with many children saying play was a way to escape being bored.

‘I get bored and when I get bored I sometimes ride my bike on the street, sometimes through the park and field.’

Brandon, 11

‘I like to do things I enjoy, like certain sports, talking to my friends, play playstation, watch TV, anything that will keep me satisfied when I’m bored.’  

Eessa, 13

To become healthy/to get energy

Several children mentioned that the point of playing was to make them healthier, and to become ‘more energetic’:

‘Playing is fun, you get energy from it, when you’re running you run out of breath but you have to keep going so you can get some more energy into you.’
Lucy, 11

‘Is playing healthy?  Yes ‘cos you can get outside in the fresh air. It gives you more energy and you can go on for longer.  It’s important ‘cos it keeps you active and fit, and stops you just sitting on the sofa doing nothing.’  
Hussein, 12

To be naughty/to break the rules

Some children talked about being able to bend or break adult-imposed rules about play, such as times to come home, and doing activities or going to places that had been forbidden.  

 ‘I like doing something you’re not allowed to do, like breaking the rules a bit, like being told not to ride down the hill, and then doing a sneaky ride down the hill.’ 

Rebecca, 9

When asked to say more about why it was appealing to break adult defined rules, children explained it was often about ‘proving yourself’ to your peers but also by  rule-breaking in groups, children were experiencing bonding with peers.
‘Being naughty makes you feel more badder, but it makes you feel happy as well. Especially if your friends are bad too!’
Chelsea, 11

To take risks – to push yourself and test yourself

Children talked about the purpose of some play activities being ‘to test your limits.’ Some children – mostly boys in the 11-13 age range – said they ‘liked doing stunts in the playground’ or ‘jumping off part of a building’.

‘It’s good to test yourself, it’s adrenaline.’

Matthew, 13
One of the boys talked in detail about the importance of challenging yourself to ‘see that you improve’:

‘You try to beat your own score, and you can try and go faster each time, and time yourself, get faster times’
Charlie, 11

Children’s opinion about risk was varied.  Many of the children felt it was okay to take risks; that it was ‘part of growing up’.  Some children liked ‘watching’ risk-taking but didn’t want to engage in it themselves, and some children (noticeably children with disabilities) expressed more caution about taking risks.

‘I like watching free running but wouldn’t like to do it myself.’

John, 11

To ‘be free’

A number of children talked about play as being ‘about freedom’. For most this seemed to be an expression of feeling a difference in their surroundings, or in their physical body.  

‘I want to hang upside down in a tree. I like climbing trees, you can be really high up and hide – I want to feel free like a monkey.’

Charlie, 11

‘Sitting in a tree high up, is like feeling light-legged.’

John, 11

For respite from school pressures

For some children seeking a sense of freedom was in relation to the pressure of schoolwork.  Many of the children said they felt there was too much pressure from schoolwork and homework:
‘Play’s important to children because if you just work all the time you’ll be caged up.’

Hussein, 13

‘When I’m playing football or riding my bike I feel free, cos no-ones stopping me so I have lots of fun, instead of just working all the time.’

Evander, 12

To express emotions

Several children spoke about how play helped them express or deal with emotions, including stress, anger and upset and, for some older children, deal with the pressure ‘not to be childish anymore’.

‘I like to let my emotions out, be really childish, If I’m playing with my sister I might be childish, we chase each other round the house, not fully childish but when I want to be most playful. Now I am 13 I cannot be so playful.’  

Eessa, 13 

When asked how play helped him let out his emotions, one boy said:

‘I like boxing, I’ve got a boxing bag in my room, when I feel stressed out I punch it or play with the stress ball – it lets me let out whenever I’m a bit stressed out or tired.’

Brandon, 11

One girl said she would head for the playground whenever ‘my friends are being horrible’:

‘When I’m upset it makes me feel happy to be on the swings, it gets all of my anger out.’

Chelsea, 11

Playing with others: it makes you feel better

Children talked about feeling difficult emotions, and how these could be alleviated through play when others come to ask you to join in:

‘When you feel…. stuck, and when like somebody comes to you to play with you, it feels like you’re in a dungeon and someone’s just come to rescue you.’ 

Charlie, 11

‘When you’re in a bad mood, when someone bullies you, or when you had an accident and when you’re crying, and someone says do you want to play with me and you say yes, it makes you feel better.’

Brandon, 11

To compete and to win

Some children identified that for them, playing could also be about competing with others and ‘trying to win’:  

‘You play football because it’s fun, it feels great to compete.’

Mosope, 10

Belonging to a team

Several children expressed a sense of belonging through play: that by being part of a team, or a gang, they felt part of something meaningful:

‘It’s team spirit.  You all work together, you’re there for each other and when you make a mistake people are going to help you’. 

Gareth, 13

‘I like running around with friends – it makes me feel happy and part of a gang.  Being part of a gang lets you know you have friends.’ 

Jack, 11

Making friends

Some children said that play enabled children to make friends with other children, and to ‘meet new people’.  When asked if they were happy to approach children   that they didn’t know to ask them to play, responses were mixed:
‘It is interesting if there’s other people, other kids our own age, it’s much more interesting.  But I wouldn’t ask other kids to play – they would have to come to me.’

Mosope, 10

‘My brother goes up and asks people to play.  But I’m really anti-social; I prefer to be by myself.’

Brandon, 13

The majority of children wanted to play with both boys and girls, and some were happy to play with younger children but less so with older children, although many were keen on the idea of shared multi-use space (explored further in this report).  

A group of 9-year-old girls talked about a play initiative at their school called ‘Play Stop’ which they helped out on and believed to be very successful. This enabled children who had no friends or were being bullied to come and play games in the break times with others:

‘And they can learn to make friends like that, so everybody can have friends.’

Keisha, 9

To keep moving, to enjoy ‘the moment’

Some children talked abstractly (to an adult’s ears) about the importance of playing and being present in the here and now. One boy summed up a discussion in his group with the following quote:

‘You plan something out with your friends and you do something different, cos difference is important – there’s no time like the present, so if you live in one particular place and you only go to that place you’ll be wasting your time and in the end you can’t wait to move out.  So you’ll miss your whole childhood if you stay in one place.’
Hussein, 12

5.3  What children said they learned from play

At various times during discussions children were prompted to say what they learned from particular aspects of play, or what they thought play could teach children.  The following themes emerged: 

Teamwork

Children spoke about working in teams with particular reference to organised games and sports.  Several boys spoke about playing rugby, football and cricket and that ‘you are not on your own, you all have responsibility’.  One boy also raised the point that ‘if you fail, other people support you.’

‘You work as a team and encourage everyone ‘cos you all depend on each other, and when you are single everything that happens is all down to you, and in a team if you do something wrong there’s people on your team that can help you.’

Evander, 12

‘I play cricket and what I learn from it is team spirit.’

Hussein, 12

One girl mentioned that playing with others meant ‘you could learn from other children not just always parents and teachers.’

To try your best

Two of the boys talked about how play teaches children to ‘try their best’ and to learn to ‘handle losing at something’:

‘I get scared about maybe thinking when we play football that we might lose. It’s annoying if you lose but you still think it’s good to play well, to try your best.  You have to lose sometimes.  It teaches you to learn about losing and also what you’ve done wrong so you can improve for next time.’

Charlie, 11

To take risks, to get hurt

Children spoke about taking risks and about playing in places or taking part in activities that either they or adults considered dangerous.  This included riding bikes and walking through shortcuts that adults had told them to avoid. Children’s opinions varied widely about what risks were acceptable.  Most of the children thought some level of risk was acceptable, and other children – particularly children with learning disabilities – expressed some dislike for taking risks and talked about when they had fallen or hurt themselves.  Most children seemed to think some level of being hurt or bruised when playing was ‘normal’ and acceptable.

‘You might fall off a wall and that’s normal.’

Chelsea, 11

To challenge yourself and test your limits

Some children, in particular boys, spoke about play being a means of ‘pushing yourself’ higher, faster, further:

‘I don’t really like heights but when I go up I like to challenge myself.  Before, I climbed up a zipwire frame and I just jumped… It taught me that I’m confident – that I can just go and do things.’

Leonie, 12

To face or overcome fears

Many of the children expressed the belief that play allowed them to face fears, and in particular these related to fear of heights, fear of darkness, fear of hurting yourself and fear of failing, or not being good at something. Several children articulated the idea that ‘giving it a go’ when you were afraid meant you could prove that you could reduce or overcome these fears.

 ‘Trying something you are afraid of makes you braver.  Next time I do it I don’t feel scared. I was scared the first time I went rock climbing; now I’m good at it.’

John, 11

‘If you’re scared of something you go and do it, and find out it’s not really that scary.’

Lauren, 11

To learn skills and tricks/impress people

Several children talked about the practical skills certain play taught them.  This included skills such as ‘getting better at hitting the ball’ or ‘becoming faster’ or ‘being able to jump higher’.  It also included skills such as developing balance (when walking on high walls), agility in climbing (ropes, monkey bars and trees) and practising skills or tricks ‘that make other people look at you.’

‘I like boarding; it will stick in my mind. It feels fun, it’s not like normal walking or cycling and it helps you balance and when you do tricks people say it looks, wow, it looks cool and you get happy.’

Gareth, 13

5. 4  The feelings that children said play creates

Following on from listing and discussing the kinds of play they liked, and the purpose of this play, children were asked to think about how play made them feel.  For example, when a child talked about liking climbing trees, she would be asked to describe the feeling climbing a tree gave her.  When a child said he walked on high walls because of the danger, he would be asked to think about why he liked being in danger.  Themes that recurred among individuals and groups are listed here:

Being scared, being thrilled and excited

Perhaps the most common feeling children expressed was that of being scared or frightened, in a ‘good way’.  Many children expressed clear enthusiasm for the thrill of being chased (sometimes by pretending they were being chased by ‘killers’), of hiding from those pursuing them, and for being surprised by people (who they knew and trusted) trying to scare them.  Children spoke excitedly about feeling the kind of exhilaration and ‘adrenaline’ of being scared.  One conversation with children centred on getting lost in a local maze where they had fantasised being chased for their lives:

‘It feels like you’re in a horror movie and you’re with your mum in the maze game and you feel like there’s someone following you, like, a killer, and you’re trying to find your way out but you’re going round in circles, and you find your way out but it’s all dark.’  

Chelsea, 11

Children agreed it was ‘good to be scared’ but had conditions about how this would be in a controlled and safe environment.  This included only being chased or scared by people you knew; being in a group of friends so you didn’t experience fear by yourself, and knowing that you could rely on getting out of the situation if you were no longer enjoying it.

Children talked more about the feelings that ‘taking risks’ creates. One group of girls aged 8-10 discussed how exciting it was to ride bikes on the main road while traffic was whizzing past.  While a couple of the girls said that they didn’t like cycling on the main road, the majority of the group expressed a desire to experience risk taking in this way:

‘I like going really fast – its fun because it feels dangerous. I like going on the roads and I ride anywhere I feel like, I don’t care if it’s dangerous I just go for it.’ Cara, 10
Asked why they took this risk, one of the girls replied:

‘If you don’t do something a bit dangerous then you’ll just be standing there.  You can trip over when you’re walking.’

Lucy, 11

Feeling surprised

One group of girls got into a discussion about what it felt like to be ‘surprised’ and how it feels when you are not expecting something.  They agreed that ‘it was cool’ to not always know what was going to happen.

‘When we visited Chislehurst caves, they took our lanterns away and that was cool, it was completely dark and then they hit a massive drum and we didn’t know they were going to do that and we screamed!’  

Ruth, 10

Two of the photographs that proved popular with both boys and girls showed children playing in water spouts.  When children explained why they had chosen the photos, they talked about the element of surprise:

‘You don’t know when the water is going to spout out, you get surprised, you wait for it but you don’t know when.’

Caitlyn, 8

Feeling ‘on top of the world’

Many of the children enjoyed climbing and being at height; whether this was climbing frames, ropes or in particular, trees.  This was more common among the younger age groups and for both boys and girls.  When picking photographs, pictures of children sitting in trees or hanging upside down from branches were popular choices. 

‘When I climb a tree I feel I’m top of the world in my own private place.’

Samantha, 10

Children also related climbing trees to taking risks, feeling scared and feeling accomplished.

‘I like climbing trees cos I like heights, cos it makes me feel excited; it’s dangerous.’

Brandon, 11

Feeling different 

Some children spoke about wanting to ‘feel different’ when they played; either a change they could feel physically, or to have a different perspective:

‘I love climbing and to see things from a different view, I don’t like to see things from the same places, I want to see things from up high too, and from upside down.’

Elvis, 9

How it feels if you don’t get to play

Several children talked about what it felt like when ‘you don’t get a chance to play’ and expressed a sense of anger, feeling upset or feeling it is ‘unfair’:

‘You always work and do your best and then it gets really frustrating if you can’t play, and then when break comes and you can only get 5 minutes after the queues it doesn’t feel fair.’

Cara, 10

‘If I don’t get to play I feel quite angry, I get upset.’ 

Caitlyn, 8

5.5 Where children play

Children were asked to talk about the various places they usually played, and to explain what was good, or what was lacking, in those places.

On the streets where they live

About half of the children interviewed were permitted by their parents/carers to play outside on their own streets and in their neighbourhood, albeit with strict limitations and conditions, which included:

· Playing within a clearly restricted area defined by parents

· Playing only with friends or siblings and not by themselves

· Not being allowed to leave the specified area

· Not playing on certain streets because of traffic or ‘strangers’

· Playing within certain times of day

· Playing only where the parent/carer could see them

· Not riding their bike near traffic

Other children were not permitted to play on the streets in their neighbourhood.  Parent perceptions about the child’s vulnerability to traffic, ‘stranger danger’ or ‘bad neighbourhoods’ are explored more in section 5.6

Children were asked if they would like to play more on their local streets, and responses were mixed. Younger age groups appeared to be more influenced by their parents’ fears and expressed similar fears about traffic or strangers. Older children were keen to have more freedom and to be able to play, or go out in, their own neighbourhood away from complete parental supervision. 

‘Playable space’

Some children saw the potential for quality play opportunities in their local streets – particularly for cycling, skateboarding, running and jumping, climbing, hide and seek and ball games. Others felt that ‘there’s nothing to play with and nothing to do’ and did not view their neighbourhood as what could be considered a ‘playable space’ 

Only a minority of children felt that the area they lived in was completely safe to play in, with little traffic, noise or crime.

Parks and playgrounds

Children’s experiences of playing in parks and playgrounds were very variable. Most of the children only played in parks and playgrounds either under adult supervision (particularly ages 8-10) or when out with friends with parental permission (mostly ages 10-13).  Some children lived very close to parks and playgrounds and others could only play if they had transport to an area, so did not visit parks or playgrounds often.  

Several children mentioned that they had been stopped from playing in parks by older children who ‘take over’:

‘I don’t like the skate park because teenagers are always hanging around and we get pushed out of it.’

Samantha, 10

Other things children mentioned they did not like about playing in parks were dogs, dog mess, and playing in the same space as little children ‘because you knock them over, you trip over them’.

For those children that did use parks and playgrounds, there were often conditions imposed by adults similar to conditions imposed on playing in local neighbourhoods.  Children also expressed many fears about local parks, which are explored in section 5.6

Distance

Children were fairly evenly split around whether they lived near a ‘good’ park or  playground.  Some children said they had to be driven to, or get a bus to, a place they wanted to play, and others had parks and playgrounds on their doorsteps. Children did not generally travel to play in other areas, other than on ‘special occasions’ such as during school holidays or when an event or festival was on, when adults could accompany them (or for older children, when groups of friends were permitted to travel together on public transport).
Quality and maintenance of play spaces

Children had mixed views about the public play spaces they used. Several of the children that did play in parks and play grounds expressed lack of enthusiasm or disappointment in the play equipment and state of the area used. Much of the complaints centred on a lack of appropriate play space for their age group, and lack of maintenance:

‘There’s one park near me that’s a waste of space, there’s this one little kids’ thing, the whole thing is open space and owners walk their dogs there and there’s always dog mess and you play football and it gets all over the ball and your feet.  And the grass isn’t good and gets all waterlogged so you can’t play, and the grass gets too high sometimes so you can’t play.’ 

Evander, 12

A few children were content with the quality of public space and amenities in their area.

Many children expressed a desire to have a trusted adult presence in public play spaces; they mentioned community wardens, police officers, youth workers, park keepers, shop keepers and parents as adults who they would appreciate seeing in parks and playgrounds.  This is further explored in section 5.6

School playgrounds

Children expressed mixed views about the play opportunities and resources in their school play spaces.  While some schools had ‘brilliant’ resources, others had ‘only things for babies’ or ‘nothing to do’.  Some also had ‘lots of space but we’re not allowed to do anything in it’.

‘We’re not allowed on the grass.  There’s just an open space with nothing to do, we’re not allowed footballs.  In this school we don’t play as much as we used to, we sit about and talk. It’s good to talk, but… Sometimes the teachers don’t think we get enough play and they let us out early so we can have more.  It’s really restricted what we can do – we don’t have much to play with, it’s really hard to play with just a small tennis ball.  We’re not allowed to play with footballs; they think we might get a bit carried away.’

Eessa, 13

The key issue that emerged for children was that they did not think they had enough time for play at school and this was the case for both primary and secondary school.  

‘Sometimes there’s massive queues for lunch and then you have lunch and there’s only 5 minutes left to go the playground’.’ 

Caitlyn, 8

Although adults might argue that any child asked if they get enough play time at school might be liable to say no, children were framing their responses generally in relation to the pressure of school work, and this was a recurrent theme in discussions.  Several children also mentioned that teachers felt children did not have enough play time at school. One group of boys discussing this issue felt there was a significant change in school attitude towards play in the transition from primary to secondary school:

‘Secondary school doesn’t feel that fun.  There was fun in primary school.  There’s not much to do, we just stand around talking with our friends.’
Evander, 12

‘In primary school there’s so much and loads of things are painted brightly and there’s adventure play and stuff, and then when you’re in secondary school you have to be an adult and just do lessons.’

Shantel, 12

At home

Most children mentioned playing at home with siblings/friends/parents but were not asked to give specific details of the kinds of play. Nearly all of the children mentioned playing with computers/games consoles, and boys expressed more enthusiasm for this and for the amount of time they could spend doing this.  It is likely that children spend more time playing at home as a result of parent fears about safety in public spaces. These fears have been clearly expressed in this report, but the impact of this has not been ‘measured’ as such.

Many children did mention that they had ‘secret places’ or ‘hideouts’ where they played alone, and although they were not asked to disclose the location of these, several mentioned they were in their house or garden (suggesting that parents did actually know the location of these but were perhaps allowing the child this notion of privacy and secrecy). Often these secret spaces were a place to retreat to when feeling sad, angry or stressed.

‘Sometimes when I’m arguing with my sister and I’m really angry I just walk by myself to where my great uncle used to take me where before he died.’ 

Brandon, 11

‘Sometimes when I get home from school and I want to be alone there’s a secret place in my garden and I just go in there cos sometimes I just need time out’.’

Jack, 11
‘A place to hide if I’m feeling angry and stressed out and want some peace to think.  Also to hide if I think I’m going to get told off.’ 

Matthew, 8

A number of younger children expressed their preference for playing at home, and some said they liked playing at home with their parents.

Other spaces/places

Other places children mentioned playing in were:

· Adventure playgrounds (having to travel to get there)

· Play Station (a children’s indoor play area)

· Theme parks (as days out)

· Beaches (as days out)

· Parks on fun days and festivals (as days out)

5.6  Fears about safety and security

Children discussed at length their parents’ fears and concerns about safety and security when playing outside of the home.  Most of the younger children expressed these fears unquestioningly, while older children were less accepting of these fears and more likely to challenge these or want to mitigate them.  Children who were permitted to play in parks and on the streets were mostly older children (10-13), under adult supervision, only allowed out with permission and with groups of friends, or where adults could regularly check on them.  

Most children also wanted to be able to check that parents or trusted adults were somewhere nearby.

Traffic

Children said they were not allowed to play freely in their local areas because of fear of cars.  This restricts children’s active play in their own neighbourhoods and many parents did not allow children to play in their own street. Many of the children said they wished they lived in streets away from traffic.  

One child spoke about how she felt on ‘that day it snowed’ when all the cars stayed parked and no-one was driving:

‘Usually I’m only allowed to play in the dead end and when the road was blocked because of the snow, we had snow ball fights in the street and it was amazing.’
Ruth, 10

Fear of strangers

Many children discussed their parents’ fears of strangers.  Fears were related to the risk of children being abducted, to children being physically hurt and/or victims of violence, and about children becoming victims of property theft.  A few children also expressed parental fears about mixing with ‘bad children’ or teenagers who were drinking or taking drugs.  A couple of children mentioned their parents had warned them about ‘hoodies’ and ‘chavs’.

‘Loads of teenagers do stuff in the park.  Parks used to be places where you could go and play but now teenagers go and drink and take drugs and parks are meeting up places for the local bad children.  I wouldn’t go to the park by myself or with my friends.’  

Laura, 12

Parents’ fears severely restricted some children’s ability to move about in their neighbourhoods:

‘My mum goes mad saying no you ain’t allowed to go so far, because my brother goes to training and she won’t let him go on his own.’ She’s afraid of him getting tooken away and beaten up.’

Evander, 12

‘The streets aren’t safe, there are strangers that can capture you and then you’re busted.’

John, 11

When children were asked if they felt safer knowing their parents were watching them as they played, or if they minded their parents setting these rules for them, younger children mostly concurred with the situation:

‘I don’t want to go out until I’m older, I’m not old enough to play out.’

William, 9

Other children, mostly but not all older, expressed a wish to gain more freedom, or trust:

‘Sometimes I wish they would just trust me enough.’
Samantha, 10

‘I don’t think we get enough chances to take risks – adults try to protect us too much, it needs to be more moderate.  Adults protect you from going out.  There’s more gangs, crime, violence, paedophiles from when they were young. They are afraid because the media makes them believe we might not come home.’

Gareth, 13

Fear and experiences of crime
Many children were aware of crimes in their local areas and were keen to discuss these.  Several children spoke about stabbings, killings and abductions that they had either heard of from their parents or from the media. Other children had seen evidence of crime for themselves:

‘Whenever I go to the park I see this big yellow sign that says there’s a stabbing there, and there’s always people hanging around there, my mum doesn’t like it if I go there.’

Piers, 12

‘There’s a lot of killing and you might get killed someday, or you could get tooken away’ 

Evander, 12

Two children spoke about having parents who worked at night – one a taxi driver and another a bus driver, and what their parents shared with them:

‘My dad’s seen a lot of bad things happen, lots of people drunk, people fighting, getting hurt and getting things stolen. So he knows what goes on out there.’

Eessa, 13

A few children knew of other children who had had mobile phones, bikes and money stolen, and some said they had also been approached and asked for money, or to produce a mobile phone. No children interviewed reported experiencing crime themselves.

When children were asked if they felt their parents’ fears were realistic, responses were mixed.  Some children clearly felt anxious or concerned about their own safety, while other children felt that the risk was out of proportion to reality:

‘How is me and my brother supposed to go places on our own and be responsible if my mum just lets us stay at home?’

Shopi, 13

A number of older children, both boys and girls, felt that even if the reality was as grim as it sounded, they still needed to be ‘prepared’ and understand or manage risk for themselves:
‘I think there is more violence but I don’t think it should hold us back.  They should help us prepare.  The media makes it worse - someone gets stabbed, someone gets hurt and someone gets massacred in the street -  the media makes it sound like it’s just always really bad. Once someone got stabbed outside my sister’s house and she didn’t go out for like 2 weeks.’

Brandon, 13

Many children seemed to think ‘gangs’ were a fact of life, and some expressed wariness of groups of young people in parks and on the streets.  Several children were not allowed out because of ‘gangs in the street’.

‘Gangs scare people so they can own the streets by making everyone else scared and afraid.’ 

Effah, 9

‘There are gangs of people and drugs.  The park keeper told me there’s a gang of hoodies.’

Jake, 9

Not all the children accepted the idea that ‘hoodies’ were a source of trouble:

‘I’m not scared of hoodies. My sister smokes and hangs around with hoodies and they are okay.’

Samantha, 10

Despite the fears of their parents and their own concerns, most of the children when asked directly if they would like more freedom and less adult supervision, said yes, they would like this.

Some girls perceived that boys had a little more freedom to engage in outdoor play than girls, although there is no other evidence from the sample group to support this:

‘Boys are allowed out more. They are more independent aren’t they?’
Sian, 9

Bullying

Another fairly common theme was about bullying during play.  Examples given included older children intimidating younger children and denying them play space, and children feeling excluded by not being permitted to join in play:

‘At school when we play I always get left out and I feel frustrated every single day.’ 

Cara, 10

Two children with learning disabilities gave examples of being bullied; one said he liked to hide so children couldn’t throw stones at him, and another said he only had two friends and ‘I play on my own because I’m just different’.  Further discussion on the experiences of disabled children is in section 5.10

5.7 What children said were their favourite play experiences

Children were asked to talk about favourite play experiences, and experiences that stuck in their minds.  These have been loosely categorised here, though many themes cross over:

Playing with others

· Playing with brothers and sisters

· Playing with pets

· Playing with my parents

· Meeting friendly strangers

Special occasions

· Theme parks

· When we went abroad and played on the beach

· Beaches - anything that involves having the whole day somewhere

· Fishing

· Going to a funfair

· Camping overnight

Mucking about

· Running about and being silly

· Running around pretending we were fools

· Prank calling people

Being scared/thrilled

· Visiting caves, being in the dark, scared and screaming

· Being scared of the dark

· Getting lost and being able to find someone at the end

‘When you’re with your friends and everyone’s scaring each other, it’s funny and it’s good to laugh at yourself being scared because then you don’t feel so scared’.’ Ruth, 10
Taking risks/pushing yourself

· Going into a massive deep pool and going in the deep end together 

· Rock climbing

· Going on the zip wire

Imaginative/creative play

· Making things up, pretending we are at a fashion show 

· Building a treehouse

Adventure/out of the ordinary

· getting wet and muddy (and ‘breaking rules)

· being out in nature and being able to run around

· having picnics

5.8  What play experiences children said they want

Children were asked a number of questions about what kind of play spaces, play experiences and opportunities they wanted.  The range of ideas and suggestions is very broad:

Playing in nature

Many children talked about the importance of playing outdoors in natural spaces.  When selecting their chosen photographs, some children spoke about why they had picked play spaces in open countryside:

‘Because it tells us that the ecosystem has not been destroyed in this place, and the people are enjoying nature and the trees have not been cut down.  There are animals and plants, and greenery all over.’

Hussein, 12

‘It shows us that people are happy to be in a green environment instead of a pollution environment which is what we have today.’

Eessa, 13

Most children agreed that ‘being in a beautiful environment’ and being able to see nature, were important:

‘I like loads of flowers, a river where you can get a nice feeling listening to the river, and talk to people.’
Carlton, 13

Several children said they had heard from parents and grandparents about their childhood wanderings into countryside and nature and expressed regret that they did not have those experiences themselves:

‘My parents and grandparents tell us stories of just going out and playing for hours and playing on the roads and paddling in rivers and taking picnics and their parents didn’t always know where they were, and it sounds so nice.’

Laura, 12

Many of the children spoke of their delight at being in spaces with woods and trees, and of climbing trees, being able to hide in trees, and wanting to build tree houses:

‘I want to climb a tree like a monkey and sit for hours – in a tree, it’s a cool place where you could make a tree house and look down at people from high up.’

Phoebe, 9

‘It’s about living in a different space and somewhere up high.  Sleeping in a tree house and doing something completely different.’

Tranae, 9

Camping

As well as wanting to spend time playing in natural surroundings, many children talked about wanting to go on camping trips.  Several children had been on camping trips with school, family or organised groups like scouts, but most children had not been camping and were eager to try it out:

‘I want to wake up in the morning and have the sun come up and see sun rays’ 

Carlton, 13

Children wanted to try all the ‘traditional’ aspects of camping that they knew about, including building a fire, roasting marshmallows, telling stories, singing and sleeping with friends in a tent.

Trusted adults nearby – the importance of feeling safe and comfortable

A very important factor to the majority of the children was that although they mostly did not want adults playing with them when they were other children, they did want trusted adults to be nearby so they could feel more safe and comfortable and ‘be able to check in with people’.

Several children mentioned liking being able to knock on people’s doors (neighbours and friends) ‘if you need something, it’s good if you know people.’

‘When I’m riding around on my bike I like adults to be in their houses and I ride past their houses.  But I don’t like playing with them, I like having my freedom.’

Ruth, 10

‘If there were no adults around I would feel insecure.’

 Rebecca, 9

Shelters, dens and secret spaces

The most popular photos children of all ages and both genders chose were those that depicted playing in shelters, dens or small spaces such as tunnels and caves.  Of the range of shelters and dens, children chose both those that had been haphazardly and loosely constructed of natural materials – wood, leaves, tree branches – and those that were purpose built and located in a designated play space:


‘I want to make a house made of sticks. It’s easy and if you got lost in the forest you could make a tent out of sticks and it would be an adventure.’
Matt, 9

Relating to earlier themes, children talked about wanting to ‘hide away’ in dens and secret spaces, and to use them to be alone when feeling angry, upset, stressed or simply wanting to play by themselves. Most children also wanted to be able to invite others to play in the space with them.

Some children said they preferred the idea of playing in ready-constructed dens, but most children said they wanted the opportunity to build their own. When this was discussed in groups, children became very enthusiastic and offered many suggestions for making and building their own dens:

‘Adults could come and show us how to build them, give us the tools, but then go away and let us do it ourselves.’

Jack, 11

‘Give us all different materials, like wood and metal and leaves and we can all design our own and play in our own.’

Charlie, 11

Adventure play and obstacle/assault courses

Children of all ages and both genders talked about a need for variety and excitement, and a desire to get wet and muddy.  Several explicitly mentioned wanting to play on assault or obstacle courses or to play in adventure playgrounds, and others listed the experiences or qualities they wanted from this kind of play:

· The chance to do lots of things; variety.  

· Rope bridges, climbing across water and mud

· To be high up

· To be at different heights

· To make a mess

· Stepping stones across water (you might fall in!)

· To climb over and under things

· To run through tunnels and jump and slide down slides

· To race against other people 

‘I like climbing over water and you can fall in and get wet. Take risks and it would be okay to fall in if the water was clean.’

Chelsea, 11

Water parks and water play

Most of the children also chose photographs that depicted children playing in pools, fountains or in multi-use spaces where water was also a feature (streams, ponds, paddling pools).

Children expressed excitement about being able to get wet, ‘to fall in’, to splash each other, fire water guns and to swim, and most children did not feel they had enough of these opportunities for water play:

‘Give us water to play in, like getting wet, like swimming and just splash each other.  It’s good because it’s something you don’t do all the time.’

Ashley, 9

Building/making things

Aside from wanting to build their own dens, shelters and tree houses, several children said they wanted to build other objects, which included ‘models of things’ and ‘crazy animals’:

‘Like give children all pictures of parts of different animals and we decide how to make a new crazy animal; it’s like a children’s card game but we could do it really big, in teams, or we could make them into models.’

Tranae, 9

Play at school

Several children mentioned wanting adventure playgrounds in their school grounds, bike tracks, spaces for organised sport and more suitable equipment for their age range.
New experiences

Several children said they would like to try things they had never tried before, and ideas included:

· Going on paddle boats in the lake

· Sumo wrestling

· Go on crazy water slides

· Staying overnight in a tree house

Imaginative games and pretend environments

Several (mostly younger) children talked about wanting to play more imaginative games and be in imaginative spaces where they could fulfil fantasies including:

· ‘Pretending there is a witch coming and being chased and we have to find

       places to hide’

· ‘Make a pretend beach but have real sand and parasol shades’

· ‘Play pirates on a ship’

· ‘Build a park with sand and water and a boat – like being abroad but have

       boats on the sand not on the water’

Finding and discovering things/being surprised

Several children talked about liking the idea of being surprised, of finding or hearing or seeing things you didn’t know were there, which included:

· Finding a tunnel or a cave no-one else knows about

· Sudden noises

· Water spurting out when you don’t expect it

· People ‘like actors’ coming up to you

Playing with animals/insects

Several children said they wanted to be able to play with animals, insects and/or reptiles.  One child asked for a petting zoo ‘that travels around’ and another asked for ‘horses or donkeys that you could ride.’  One child asked for a ‘bug park’:

‘If it was allowed, I would like a little bug park, where there’s like bugs that you can play with.  So that all children could go and play with bugs…and keep them, and take them home.  And little animals.’

William, 9

Cycling and skateboarding

A photo of a child cycling was very popular with all ages of boys and with younger girls.  A photo of a skateboarder was only chosen by boys although some girls did discuss wanting to try skateboarding ‘if there were no boys’.

Most of the children wanted opportunities to cycle around, and this was everywhere – in parks, in cycle parks, at school and on roads.  Several children said they wanted to learn to ride but didn’t own bikes to ride on, and several children could ride but didn’t have bikes they could go out on.  A couple of children suggested that there should be a store of bikes and skateboards for children who didn’t have their own.

‘Have bikes at school for everyone to learn on and ride.’
Reese, 13

Indoor adventure play 

A few children talked about wanting a space to play in either ‘both outdoors and indoors so you when it’s raining you can still play’ or about an indoor play space ‘like Kidspace’.  What children liked about this was:

‘A big space for kids to muck about in. The best bit is when you push a button and all these fuzzy balls come down – all different random colours and it’s all lovely.’

Jake, 9

Mixed play spaces

A suggestion was offered to the children about mixed age and multi-use play spaces where all age groups could accommodate their interests and inhabit the same space together.  This idea was met with enthusiasm by almost all of the children, who were happy to discuss what kinds of space and activities such a place could offer:

‘We should have areas for our own age groups though, cos you run into little babies and knock them over.  And there should be a café for parents to sit and talk and they should have security to stop dogs coming in.’

John, 11

‘A space for all different age groups, for young people and old people.  Teenagers should have a place that’s not our place.  It’s good because everyone can notice each other; everyone can see each other and you can get to know other people not your own age.’

Endidi, 12

The idea of having ‘trusted adults’ around was also central to children’s enthusiasm; it was ‘good to know they would be nearby’.

One child said she liked the idea of mixed age play spaces because it would deter crime and gangs:

‘Cos it’s more safe.  Instead of a quiet park with lots of graffiti, and gangs around the area. Like Croydon does have that, but there’s nowhere you could get hurt or robbed in the middle of Croydon cos there’s like too many witnesses and there’s police everywhere.  But if you’re in a small park no one will know.  If you’re in a big busy place everyone will see, so no one will do anything.’

Leonie, 12

Whole family play opportunities

Most of the children said they would like opportunities to play with their whole families, particularly to be with their parents

‘As you get older you want to be out all the time with your friends and you see less of your mum and dad and so if you had an opportunity to play out with them as well you would take it.’  

Brandon, 11

When asked what kind of play, children mostly wanted ‘days out’ or ‘beach trips’, but some other children simply wanted their parents to join in their everyday play.

‘The kind of play would be football and cricket, the kind of play I already do.  I would just like a place for us to hang out.’

Hussein, 12

Imaginary landscapes

Several children used the photos they had chosen to speculate about the kinds of play spaces that could be created to play in that would enable imaginative and fantasy play:

‘You could play in a boat and play pirates and make things out of sand. You make stories up as you go along.’
Rebecca, 9

‘I wish we could have a go-kart, a go-kart track and a fun fair that could stay for ever on, that you could go on for free and you could have a slide at the park that whirls into a big tunnel and takes you underground and then you come back up again, and a water park in the summer. You would have 15 slides and you could like have water fights and water play with friends and you could get more friends as well.’

Chelsea, 11

5.9  What children thought would encourage them to think more 

       creatively about play

This seemed initially like quite a difficult concept to ask children about, but in fact they had no trouble getting to grips with it, and had a range of suggestions:

Give children equipment and tools

Some children suggested that if adults enabled children to create their own play spaces, they would learn to co-operate and have ownership and responsibility:

‘If the government gave kids utensils to use - wood, and paint, we could build something of our own to play with.’

Eessa, 13

‘If you give them all the stuff they need to build something, they are learning how to build but they’re also having fun and working together.  You’re giving them responsibility.’

Evander, 12

Some children really took to the idea of children working in teams to create an object or fulfil a task together:

‘Give us loads of wood, build a sledge and go down the hill with it or build a plane.’

Ashley, 9

Consult children more

Children said they wanted to be asked more about play so they could choose what they wanted.  Some children were familiar with the idea of choosing priorities out of things they were offered and suggested that adults should decide ‘a short list’ but children should get to decide what was chosen.

‘Give us an ideas sheet, show us photos, maybe like that.’

Ashley, 9

Crazy spaces

A couple of children were very enthusiastic about the idea that being in ‘crazy spaces’ that ‘don’t make sense’ would encourage all children to become imaginative in their play.  Ideas might include ‘doors where you don’t know what is behind them, places to open and somewhere for a submarine’

5.10  Considerations of gender and disability issues

Just over half of the children interviewed were girls, and almost a quarter were disabled children (all with learning disabilities, some with both learning and physical disabilities).  

This meant there was good representation of two of the identified groups of children whose play needs are less well met.  The interview schedule was the same semi-structured interview format for all children so that girls and disabled children could contribute to the same discussions as boys and able-bodied children. 

What the discussions show is that all children, across ability and gender, want many of the same play experiences and opportunities as each other, and also that they crave variety between themselves.  Most difference between groups of children was to do with age groups within the 8-13 range.

Gender 

Both girls and boys in the younger age groups are happy to play with both genders, and like to engage in physical, active play and enjoy sports, challenges, taking a risk and making a mess.  More difference emerge between the older children where girls appear to care more what others think of them and begin to hold themselves back from taking part in ‘silly’ or ‘childish’ activities.  Girls of this age still seem to enjoy taking part in physical exercise but it is mostly within organised team sport.  Yet still at this age boys and girls seem happy to play with both genders.  Some boys felt that ‘girls and boys can teach each other different things’.

Slight differences between boys and girls included:

· Some girls felt boys were given more freedom (to play and wander outdoors) 

· Some boys thought girls who played football or engaged in active play were ‘toms’ (a colloquialism for ‘tomboys’)

· Some girls felt that older boys were intimidating and ‘ruined their play’

· Girls think they are more likely to avoid fights than boys

· Older girls feel that they do more ‘hanging out’ and ‘talking’ than boys their age do

· Some older girls would still like to play with more ‘childish’ things like sand pits but worry about the judgement of their peers more than boys appear to

· Some girls felt that certain activities they would like to try – like skateboarding – were judged ‘unladylike’ or ‘not for girls’

A significant number of both boys and girls did not believe play provision was generally good for their age group.

Disability

Children with learning disabilities and physical disabilities were interviewed in mainstream settings and in disabled children’s provision.  They were asked the same questions as other children although the prompts varied more, and in some cases photographs rather then discussion became the focus tools. 

Differences that emerged included:

· Disabled children talked more about times they had fallen or hurt themselves while playing

· Disabled children expressed less of a liking for organised sports

· Disabled children enjoyed playing with a wider age range of people, including younger children and adults

· Disabled children were less keen on taking physical risks in case they hurt themselves

Although no specific questions were asked about bullying or exclusion, two children spoke about this during the course of interviews.  One child wanted to hide so that children would not throw stones at him, and another child spoke about having few friends because of ‘being different.’

While it was not within the scope of this project to interview play professionals, workers at one disabled children’s provision were very keen to point out that inclusive play was’ ideal but very problematic’ because mainstream attitudes and values had not sufficiently changed to support inclusion. Other factors affecting disabled children’s play need included:

· Disabled children being overprotected by parents and therefore becoming risk-averse

· Bullying of disabled children in mainstream provision

· Assumptions that disabled children always require more time and resources and that this will be a drain on services

6  Recommendations

WSA Community Consultants have made  the following recommendations and other points for consideration for Croydon Play Service, its’ partners and stakeholders:

6.1 Promoting shared values and attitudes towards play

Key recommendations

6.1.1 That Croydon Play Service provides partners and stakeholders with 

      opportunities to develop their understanding of play as:

(i) a normal, everyday experience for children that takes place in the ‘here and now’ and in whatever physical space children are in at that time 

(ii) a  means by which children also experience and construct the world differently

 This could take the form of workshops, presentations, information 

 in relevant local publications, DVD screenings and discussions, and creative ‘playshops’ for adults

6.1.2 That Croydon Play Service widely promotes the concept of ‘playable space’ – that our entire environment is used for children to play in - and that we can build this into our planning for space.  This means promoting this concept through the architecture and design of urban, suburban and rural space, via town planning, traffic planning and so on

6.1.3 That Croydon Play Service seeks opportunities to promote the notion that play is everyone’s business, and not just the concern of play providers

Other considerations

· That parents and carers are provided with opportunities to develop their understanding of play as a way in which children experience the world differently, and seek to make sense of the world – for example, there could be wider dissemination and discussion about the different ‘play types’, what play means to children, and examples of how children engage in different kinds of play.  Helping parents and carers understand the importance of play to children’s development can help promote wider play opportunities

6.2 Developing play spaces

Key recommendations

6.2.1 That Croydon Play Service and its partners seek to develop play spaces in the borough that children want to play in.  To consider the enthusiasm of the 8-13 year old age group for:

- mixed age and multi-use play space

- natural surroundings

- varying levels of height of equipment

- ability to experience ‘thrills and surprises’

- ability to take risks and challenge themselves

- provision of ‘dens’ and sheltered spaces

- safety and security

- trusted adults nearby

6.2.2 That, in developing or adapting play space, Croydon Play Service and partners take time to observe and record how children play in a variety of existing play spaces – for example to gauge the following:

· which age groups play in the space

· what equipment is used or not used, and by whom

· how are children using the space

· what limits use of the space

· what groups of children may not be using space/equipment, and why - is there competition for the space, can space be better allocated?

6.2.3 That Croydon Play Service collects information about successfully used and well regarded play spaces that are considered to cater well for various age ranges and the different needs of different groups of children (including girls and children with disabilities) and identifies the physical, social and emotional factors that support success, to input into developing play strategy

6.2.4 That Croydon Play Service works closely with partners, including Parks, Youth Services, Community Safety Units, Extended Schools services etc. to consider the idea that a ‘trusted adult’ is a major factor in children’s ability to feel safe and comfortable in a space to play in, and to consider how this could be provided and managed within play spaces.  For example, adults are not necessary to facilitate play, but to provide a sense of safety in which risk and challenge through play can take place  - that children are more likely to want to engage in risk and challenge when they feel safe enough to do so

Other considerations

· That Croydon Play Service and partners work with local residents to better support the use and development of local parks and open spaces. Other initiatives across the UK have helped ‘reclaim’ parks and open spaces for community use, helped tackle anti-social behaviour and reduced the fear of crime

· That Croydon Play Service and partners promote and support (particularly to parents and carers) the fact that children need and want to experience degrees of risk and challenge in their play, and this needs to be sensibly balanced with safety and child protection. The 8-13 sample group wanted opportunities to play in water, to be thrilled by obstacle/assault courses, wanted provision for building dens/secret spaces and to play in adventure playgrounds 

· That Croydon Play Service and partners develop the idea of ‘travelling play’ – that is, bringing play opportunities temporarily into community spaces so children can experience a wider variety of play: examples include building materials for the construction of play spaces (dens etc), temporary cycle or skate parks, creative arts and drama space to promote the use of imagination and encourage ‘pretending’

· Children expressed feelings of stress and disappointment about their school and homework workload, and about the lack of quality of play and time for play during school hours. Croydon Play Service and partners could seek to engage schools and education services in the idea that play is an important part of school life, support schools to offer more quality play time and think about how to provide for play differently; for example to work creatively with pupils to develop and use indoor and outdoor space during and after school time, and to think how extended schools may support wider play opportunities. Schools could also explore initiatives for how play can be used to promote relationships between groups of children and to combat bullying and exclusion

6.3 Understanding and promoting equality of opportunity

Key recommendations

6.3.1 That Croydon Play Service and partners develop a broader understanding of the play needs, and the barriers to play, of those children whose needs are less well met.  This could include further needs assessment, and the undertaking of Equalities Impact Assessments when developing and planning existing and new play spaces and services.  This will help ensure that the needs of girls, disabled children, children from refugee/asylum seeker and minority ethnic communities can be more successfully met and to discover what action is required to promote improved access and inclusion

6.3.2 That Croydon Play Service and partners plan for and resource the    

           access and inclusion needs of disabled children and young people: this 

           may require the provision of different equipment and the design of space

           so that all young people can use public play space

6.3.3 That Croydon Play Service undertakes a deeper exploration of the

            experiences and play needs of girls, and their freedom to make full use 

            of public play space; this includes the desire for some girls-only activities, 

            for dedicated time and opportunity to experience a wider range of play 

            opportunities. Particular consideration needs to be given to better 

            understand the play needs of girls from some minority ethnic  

            backgrounds whose use of public space may be more restricted because 

            of religious/cultural practices. This information to develop play strategy so

            that all girls’ needs can be more successfully met
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8  Appendices

appendix i

Monitoring information – children participating in interviews

(PNA Monitoring form provided by Croydon Play Service)

1. Ethnic Background:
Asian or Asian British:  

African/Asian 1

Black or Black British:  
Black British 13 (children were not able to define themselves according to the distinctions of either ‘African’ or ‘Caribbean’

Nigerian/American 1

Mixed parentage/heritage: 

White & Asian 2

White & Black Caribbean 2  

Other Ethnic Groups:

Chinese British 1
White:   

British 20   

Other White background: South African 1

2. Sex:

21 girls

20 boys

3. Disability:

7 children with learning disabilities/special educational needs

2 children with physical impairments

4.  Age:

2 x 8 year olds

11 x 9 year olds

5 x 10 year olds

9 x 11 year olds

8 x 12 year olds

6 x 13 year olds

5.  Ward area of residence of children

17 out of the 24 wards were represented, the largest proportion of children being from New Addington and Coulsdon East wards.  The breakdown of ward representation is as follows:

Addiscombe  x 1

Bensham Manor x 2

Broad Green x 1

Coulsdon East x 6

Coulsdon West x 1

Croham x 1

Fairfield x 1

Fieldway x 2

Heathfield x 4

New Addington x 7

Norbury x 3

Purley x 1

Selsdon & Ballards x 3

Shirley x 1

Thornton Health x 3

Upper Norwood x 2

Waddon x 2

Appendix ii

Semi-structured interview schedule
Croydon Play Needs Analysis

Interview no:

How many children/young people?

Boys/Girls:

Ages:

Name (s) of child(ren): 

Location:

Introduction

Questions

1.Can you describe some of the things you do that you think of as ‘playing’?

Prompt for further detail

For example, if football is playing – do you think of it as playing:

When you do it at school?

When you watch it on tv?

When you watch it live at a match?

When you do it with friends on the street or in the park? 

2. Where do you play? 

If school playground – prompts: 

Where can you play in the school?

What do you play?

Who do you play with? (

How do you feel about playtime/playing at school, is it important to you?  Why?

If local park/playground, prompts: 

Where can you play in the park/playground – 
what is there to do?

What do you play/do?

Who do you play/do this with?

Why do you play/do this? 

Do adults play/do this with you or is it just children? 

If not playground ask why not, what is wrong with local park/playground, why don’t they play there?  

If at home/bedroom/with computers/play station
ask about this, and about if they like to play outside with others or prefer to stay inside, have a discussion about preferences

If my street/estate, prompts

What do you play on the street/estate?

What is it that’s good about playing in the street/estate?

Ask what would help them be able to play in their own streets/own estate.  Would they like it if there were adults around sometimes? In what way – playing with them or being somewhere nearby?  Why/why not?  What is it like having adults in the place you want to play? (does it feel safe/cosy/in the way/not free enough)

If local shop(s)/town centre

What do you play/do?

What is it that’s good about this?

Would they like it if there were adults around sometimes? In what way? Why/why not?  What is it like having adults in the place you want to be? (does it feel safe/cosy/in the way/not free enough)

Ask about what is good about all of the play spaces they mention

Ask about anything they don’t like about all of the play spaces they mention

Ask if they think there are enough different kinds of places to play – pull out what they think

Other possible prompts:

Do you go from place to place or do you mostly play in one place?

How far will you go to play somewhere? Will you go there if you can walk/cycle get a bus?

Is it safe and easy to get to the places you play in?  Can you go by yourself?

Are there (hidden) spaces that you use (you don’t have to tell us about where they are) – what does this feel like, that no-one knows about it? Is it important to play in places that no-one else knows about?

Do you prefer to play outdoors or indoors – why?

Is it important to be able to play in your neighbourhood  - why?

3.  What kind of play/activities do you take part in?

Prompts:

What is it about this that you like - pull out and discuss what appeals to them about each activity

Is playing important to you?  What do you get out of this kind of play (how does it make you feel?)  

What do you learn from playing?  

Is there anything you would like to play or do that you don’t get to play or do?  

Why can’t you do this? (pull out the barriers)

What is the best kind of play, what do you like doing the most?  Why?  How does this make you feel?

4. Who do you like to play with?

Prompts:

Do you like to play with children/young people of all different ages? (ask more about this – what ages/play space with all ages in it/why/why not?)

Do you like to play with girls and boys? (ask why/why not/ do you think boys and girls can play together well, do you think it would be good if they did?)

Do you like your parent/s to be around when you play?  (sometimes/always/no – ask more about this

Do you like to play when adults join in? Or do you want time away from adults – but should adults be nearby?  What adults? 

Do you need to know other children before you start playing with them?

Is playing a good way to get to know other children?

5. Play spaces and play experiences (show photographs using ‘places of possibility’ images)

Each child to choose up to 3 photos based on 

· the kind of play space they would like to play in

· the kind of play experience they want to have

Each child to show to the interviewer/group and talk about why they chose each picture

Following prompts:

Would you like to play in a place like this? (Why – what’s good about it /why not?)

What kind of play/activities could you do in a place like this?

Would you like to do this? Ask why/why not?

Can you tell me about what you think is the best play experience you have had?

What kind of play experiences do you want to have?

What can help children be more imaginative about playing?

Prompts:

What can adults do to make sure children have exciting and imaginative play?

Appendix iii

Summary of most popular pictures chosen by children

· Water parks and paddling/swimming areas/playing in fountains

· Multi-use play areas with varied activities and landscaping, set in natural and varied surroundings (trees/woods/hills/different levels/grass/water)

· Obstacle/assault style settings

· Adventure play settings

· Cycling

· Dens made out of natural materials (branches/leaves)

· Treehouses

· Tunnels and pipes to hide in

Appendix iv

Fieldwork timetable

	Date
	Agency
	Area 
	Interviews completed

	28/5/09
	Childminder home 
	Thornton Heath


	I boy 9 years old

	28/5/09
	St Joseph’s School

Half term activities

(Upper Norwood Extended Schools Cluster)
	Upper Norwood
	6 boys 12-13 years old

(2 x 3 groups of 3)

	29/5/09
	Play Plus half term scheme

Roedown Children’s Centre
	New Addington
	5 children 9-12 years old

	29/5/09
	Play Plus half term scheme

Byron Primary School
	Coulsdon East
	11 children 8-11 years old

(2 x groups of 5 and 6)

	29/5/09
	St Andrew’s School

Parish Church Children’s Club

(Waddon Inclusion Network)
	Waddon
	2 children aged 9, 10

	30/5/09
	Saturday Activity Scheme, Children with Disabilities Service at Christian Family Concern
	Norbury
	4 children aged 11-13

	17/6/09
	Coloma Convent Girls’ School
	Heathfield
	6 girls aged 11 and 12

	17/6/09
	Gilbert Scott Primary School
	Selsdon & Ballards
	6 girls aged 8 and 9


WSA Community Consultants
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