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…so now we’re going to look at:

• Components of a play enriched environment

• Loose parts and affordances



• What’s your

…………. ‘go to’ place?``



So our focus now is on Principle 5

Playwork Principle 5. The role of the playworker is to support all 
children and young people in the creation of a space in which 

they can play. 

• ‘The playworker’s core function is to create an environment 
which will stimulate children’s play and maximise their 
opportunities for a wide range of play experiences. A 
skilled and experienced playworker is capable of enriching 
the child’s play experience both in terms of the design and 
resources of the physical environment and in terms of the 
attitudes and culture fostered within the play setting.’



ROI National Quality Guidelines SAC

Principle 5 - SAC services offer a home from home 
environment that is child and young person 
friendly.

• Space is not a barrier

• Children encouraged to help create play space

• Physically inviting 

• Adapts in response to needs and interests of group

• Considers both indoors and outdoors



SPACE PLAY

WELL
BEING



So – what makes a good play environment?

Group task:

• Design the best play space everrrrrrrrrrr!

• Feedback on Key characteristics of a GREAT play 
environment



Play environment checklist



Criteria for a Play Enriched Environment 

Criteria Example

A varied and interesting 
physical environment

Things at different levels, spaces of different sizes, 
places to hide, trees and bushes as well as things 
that have been made, places to inspire mystery and 
imagination

Challenge in relation to the physical environment activities which test the limits of capabilities, rough 
and tumble, sports and games, chase.

Playing with the natural elements - earth, water, fire, 
air

campfires, digging, playing snowballs, flying kites

Movement - e.g. running, jumping, rolling, climbing,
Balancing

beams and ropes, soft mats, bike riding, juggling 
equipment, ladders, space

Best Play (2000)



Criteria for a Play Enriched Environment

Criteria Example

Manipulating natural and 
fabricated materials

materials for art, cooking, making and mending of 
all kinds;
building dens; making concoctions; using tools; 
access to bits and pieces of all kinds.

Stimulation of the five senses music making, places where shouting is fine, quiet 
places, different colours and shapes, dark and bright 
spaces, cooking on a campfire, rotting leaves, a 
range of food and drink, objects that are soft,
prickly, flexible, large and small.

Experiencing change in the natural and built
environment

experiencing the seasons through access to the 
outdoor environment; opportunities to take part in 
building, demolishing, or
transforming the environment

Best Play 2000



Criteria for a Play Enriched Environment 

Criteria Example

Social interactions being able to choose whether and when to play 
alone or with others, to negotiate, co-operate, 
compete and resolve conflicts. Being able to 
interact with individuals and groups of different 
ages, abilities, interests, gender, ethnicity and 
culture

Playing with identity dressing up, role play, performing, taking on 
different kinds of responsibility

Experiencing a range of emotions opportunities to be powerful/powerless, 
scared/confident, liked/disliked, in/out of control, 
brave/cowardly.

Best Play 2000



“The most effective way to 
achieve such variety of 
experience within an outdoor 
play space is through the 
incorporation
of loose play parts. In 
designing your outdoor play 
space it is therefore important 
from the outset to 
ensure you allocate enough 
space to facilitate loose
parts play”

Space To Play

















Some IDEAS

Indoor
• Imaginary /role play

• Table top activity

• Chill out/ relax

• Arts and crafts /junk art

• Physical 

• Small world floor play

• Sensory – water/sand / 
dough / 

• Natural play

• Loose parts

• Den building

• Music / dance

Outdoor
• Chalk portraits

• Pictionary

• Scavenger Hunts

• Water play

• Messy Play 

• Sensory activities

• Chill out /social zone

• Physical zone

• Construction

• Drama /music

• Natural exploratory zone

• Den building



What are loose parts?
• Loose parts are materials that can be moved, carried, 

combined, redesigned, lined up, and taken apart and put back 
together in multiple ways.

• They are materials with no specific set of directions that can 
be used alone or combined with other materials.

• Natural resources:

• Building materials and tools:

• Big scrap materials: 

• House scrap materials:



The theory of Loose Parts Nicolson 1970

There is evidence that all children love to interact with variables, such as 
materials and shapes,  smells and other physical phenomena.

Providing opportunities to:

• Play

• Experiment

• Discover

• Invent

• Have fun!!

The theory of loose parts says, quite simply, the following in any 
environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and the 
possibility of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kind 

of variables in it”



Affordance Theory

• James Gibson (1979) reckoned that our environment and the objects in 
it have values and meanings that are unique to each of us. 

– Tennis racket

– Inner drum of a washing machine

– Rain 

• Each ‘afford us’ with different opportunities – in our case – play 
opportunities!



What are the benefits of loose parts play?

There is a growing body of evidence (Hyndman, Benson, 
Ullah and Telford 2014) of the benefits of playing with loose 

parts including:

• Increased levels of creative and imaginative play

• Children play co-operatively and socialise more

• Children are more physically active

• Facilitates communication and negotiation skills 

• Improved health and well-being the outdoor environment

• Time in nature aids psychological well-being 



Loose Parts





So.. How does this link in with PLAY? 

The PLAYwell Plate

Play 
physical

Play 
with

Play out
Play 

pretend

Play 
learn

Play feel



The ‘PLAYwell’ Plate

Play that particularly gives kids 
a chance to experience feelings 
about….

• Deep play

• Socio dramatic play





Affective Play Space 

• A space that pays attention to and supports 
the variety of feelings and moods that children 
and teenagers bring with them or have during 
play. 

• The space has particular areas, materials or 
props that at different times, stimulate or 
encourage expression, experience or 
experimentation with a range of emotions.



Space where children get to feel……..

• Excited

• Scared

• Relaxed

• Safe

• Escaped

• Free

• Exhilarated

• Angry

• Nervous

• Disgusted

• Pushed out of their 

comfort zones!



Managing Risk in Play 

YES 
or

NO?



Risk-benefit Assessment
Risk - benefit assessment?

• Identify the benefits of the play

• Identify the hazards

• Evaluate the risk and assess:

– whether existing precautions are adequate or whether more 
should be done 

– Whether they outweigh the benefits of the play  

• “The continuous process of identifying hazards, assessing risk, 
taking action to eliminate or reduce risk, monitoring and reviewing, 
in the rapidly changing circumstances of an operational incident.”



Benefits of 
Risk!

Play Scotland



Designed to 
support a 
balanced 
approach to risk 
management 
using the 
process of risk-
benefit 
assessment. 



Risk benefit assessment



HSE

“Sensible health and safety is about managing risks, not 

eliminating them all. HSE is not in the business of stamping 
out simple pleasures wherever they appear and at whatever 
cost. We recognise the benefits to children’s development of 
play, which necessarily involves some risk, and this shouldn’t 
be sacrificed in the unachievable goal of absolute safety.”

Health and Safety Executive 2005





Tell us how it was for you

• https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/Su
mmerofPlay-SE

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/SummerofPlay-SE


Summary

2 things YOU can do 
to make a play space 
happen……..



#Summer of Play!


