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Welcome to The Playwork 
Principles Seminar

1. Introductions and outline of session.
2. The Playwork Principles.
3. The Principles simply explained.
4. How and why they were developed.
5. Theoretical perspectives.
6. Their application in practice.
7. Current status.

Jacky Kilvington

The Playwork Principles
1. All children and young people need to play. The 

impulse to play is innate. Play is a biological, 
psychological and social necessity, and is 
fundamental to the healthy development and 
well being of individuals and communities.

2. Play is a process that is freely chosen, personally 
directed and intrinsically motivated. That is, 
children and young people determine and control 
the content and intent of their play, following 
their own instincts, ideas and interests, in their 
own way for their own reasons.

The Playwork Principles

3. The prime focus and essence of playwork is to 
support and facilitate the play process and this 
should inform the development of play policy, 
strategy, training and education.

4. For playworkers, the play process takes 
precedence and playworkers act as advocates for 
play when engaging with adult led agendas.

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 Playwork Principles

6. The playworker’s response to children and young people 
playing is based on a sound up to date knowledge of the 
play process, and reflective practice.

7. Playworkers recognise their own impact on the play 
space and also the impact of children and young people’s 
play on the playworker.

8. Playworkers choose an intervention style that enables 
children and young people to extend their play. All 
playworker intervention must balance risk with the 
developmental benefit and well being of children.

A playworker is somebody who is:

! Seeking out/helping create special places where play can 
happen.

! Resourcing the play place with sufficient, varied and 
interesting components and loose parts for play.

! Observing the children playing in order to learn more about 
play and how to support it.

! Sensitively judging when and how to intervene in play 
situations if the necessity arises, whilst also balancing risks and 
benefits.

! Reflecting on all that they observe and the impact of their own 
role in this.

! Keeping up to date with information about the play process 
(through interaction, observation, reflection and 
research/reading) and all that it involves.

History of the Playwork 
Principles

! Designed to replace the NVQ Assumptions 
and Values of Playwork. 

! Led by experts in playwork.
! Consulted upon within the field of playwork.
! Adopted and endorsed by Skills Active in 

2004.
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Theoretical background to the 
Playwork Principles
! Paper by Bob Hughes, Mick Conway, Gordon Sturrock.
! Influenced by ideas from The First Claim, evolution, 

evolutionary psychology, biology, psychology and 
sociology.

! Playworkers too focussed on the children and 
unaware of their own role in the play space.

! Play taken away from children.
! Play adult controlled and supervised.
! Over emphasis on safety issues.

Play Theory

BIOLOGY

! Evolution

! Brain development

! Physical health 

! Survival skills

Play Theory

PSYCHOLOGY

! Emotional well-being.

! Therapeutic – preventative and curative.

! Problem solving.

! Learning – combinatorial flexibility.

Play Theory

SOCIOLOGY

! Play as part of culture.

! Play as developing culture.

! Playing with others.

! Learning how to fit in.

A new Playwork Perspective
! Play involves deep processes whereby children  interact with 

the environment and others.
! The playing child interacts with a system that has echoes that 

stretch back millennia.
! Playwork rests in the playspace which is both physical and non-

physical.
! In the playspace biological processes, genes, and environment 

collide in a creative flux.
! The playing child’s development could be tentatively mapped 

to ‘evolution’, ‘emotion’, ‘environment’ and ‘identity’.

! The primary activity of the playworker is to be 
attendant to the actions, behaviours and 
expressions of the playing child.

! The playwork task rests in describing, feeling and 
thinking through what the playful encounter  
means (to the adult) and then using that insight to 
develop a repertoire of responses.

A new Playwork Perspective
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Play Process
! Freely chosen; personally directed; intrinsically motivated; in a 

secure context; spontaneous; goalless; where the content and 
intent is under their control.

! Diversity of narratives and activity types.
! Species and /systems interaction.
! Play types.
! Self initiated engagement.
! Intellectual dialectic – inquisitive and questioning relationship 

with the world.
! Play Cues/meta-communication.

Play Process

! Inner and potentially compelling drive.
! The play cycle.
! Starts from a play cue issued from the brain.
! Continues with a response to the play cue, 

called a play return.
! The drive to play breaks down over time, 

called termination or decay of play.
! Happens within a play frame.

Play Environment

! Playwork curriculum – Elements, Identity, 
Concepts and The Senses.

! A varied landscape.
! Focuses.
! Choices/Alternatives.
! Tools.
! Loose Parts.
! Risk.

Reflective practice
! Deep analysis of events and experiences both 

personal and impersonal.
! IMEE – intuition, memory, experience, evidence.
! Reflection in action – stop and think whilst in 

process, use intuition.
! Reflection on action – after the event.
! Reflection on inaction – what did I or others not do.
! Reflection before action – thinking in advance.

Intervention

! Wait to be invited to play.
! Enable play to occur un-interrupted.
! Enable children to explore their own values.
! Leave children to improve their own performance.
! Leave the content/intent of play to children.
! Let the children decide why they play.
! Enable the children to decide what is appropriate 

behaviour.
! Only organise what the children want me to (Hughes).

Intervention

! Play maintenance.

! Simple involvement.

! Medial intervention.

! Complex intervention (Sturrock).
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Risk as integral to play
! Most aspects of play present an element of either physical or 

psychological risk to children.
! Children are compelled to experiment, explore and test 

themselves physically and emotionally within social and non-
social environments.

! Play is the most natural process within which such physical and 
emotional development is enhanced.

! Access to a wide variety of opportunities is crucial.
! Graduated risk in these opportunities enables children to 

develop the capacity to identify, assess and manage risk.

The Principles in practice

! What do The Playwork Principles mean for 
playwork practice?

! How should they be interpreted for use?
! What do they tell us about play?
! What do they tell us about the role of the 

playworker?
! Do they reflect current thinking? 

The future for the Playwork 
Principles

?

Sources

! The First Claim – Play Wales.
! The First Claim – desirable processes – Play Wales.
! A NEW PLAYWORK PERSPECTIVE – Conway, Hughes and 

Sturrock.
! Towards Ludogogy Parts I, II and III – Sturrock, Russell 

and Else.
! The playground as therapeutic space: playwork as 

healing – Else and Sturrock.
! Best Play – NPFA, TCPC. 


