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Outdoor Risky Play and
Schema Development in the
Early Years Part One
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In a 2-part series of articles for Early Years Wales' Foundation
Phase Talking Point, Dr. Amanda Thomas and Pavla Boulton,

from the University of South Wales, Newport explore outdoor risky
play and schema development in the Early Years. In this smalltalk
issue the first article looks at the importance of outdoor risky play
and sensory experience, affordance theory, loose parts theory and
why these are important to schema development.

At the end of the article you will find ‘work group supervision’
(Louis, 2021) or reflective questions that can be used to support
you and your team to apply your ‘professional knowledge and

experience’ (Louis, 2021, p.75) to your reading and observations,
maybe as part of reflective journaling and supervision work or as
part of your staff meetings.

We know from our own childhood experiences, and those that we
observe in early years practice, children are drawn to risky play.
Sandseter (2007) suggests that children are drawn to activities
such as climbing, jumping from heights, sliding fast, and balancing
precariously, because these experiences allow children to explore
the limits of their abilities and they learn to assess and manage the
risks involved (Christensen & Mikkelsen, 2008).

Risk Sub-catergories

Danger of injury from falling

A: Great heights

. Climbing

. Jumping from still or flexible surfaces
. Balancing on high objects

. Hanging/swinging at great heights

B: High speed

Uncontrolled speed and pace that can lead to .
collision with something (or someone) .

Swinging at high speed

Sliding and sledging at high speed

. Running uncontrollably at high speed
D Bicycling at high speed

. Skating and skiing at high speed

C: Dangerous tools Can lead to injuries and wounds

D Cutting tools: Knives, saws, axes
. Strangling tools: Ropes, etc.

D: Dangerous elements

Where children can fall into or from something . Cliffs

. Deep water or icy water
. Fire pits

E: Rough-and-tumble

Where the children can harm each other .

Wrestling
D Fencing with sticks, etc.
. Play fighting

F: Disappear/get lost

Where the children can disappear from the .
supervision of adults, get lost alone

Go exploring alone
. Playing alone in unfamiliar environments

Table 1. Categories and sub-categories of risky play (revised from Sandseter, 2007a, b).
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According to Ball (2004), sustaining
minor injuries is a universal part of
childhood through which children
learn the consequences of their
behaviour and understand their
competencies and limitations.

This ability to assess risk and weigh
up the benefits against possible
undesirable outcomes is an
important life skill (Boyer, 2006).
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The outdoor environment has the capacity to stimulate the
senses significantly more than an indoor learning environment
(Carson, 1956) and when senses are heightened learning is
magnified and learning experiences are retained for longer
(Clarke, 2006). We become much more immersed in that
experience, and we can make more sense of the world around us.

This type of outdoor play can ‘afford’ children amazing opportunities
to develop their brains, their thinking patterns and actions or
SCHEMAS as well as their self-efficacy, which helps them to
construct patterns of thinking and understanding of how the

world works. These affordances are predicated on what we as
practitioners provide within an enabling environment through the
materials, resources, and loose parts in our setting.

Materials found in the outdoors such as sand, water and large
play equipment can afford children lots of diverse ways to
construct their knowledge and understanding. The ‘affordances’
of an object or space are all the things it has the ‘potential to

do or be.’ Children learn more deeply when they represent the
same concept by using different media’, (Forman 1994, P.41).
This is related to children’s ‘schemas’ where they choose varied
materials to represent their schema or threads of thought
(Nutbrown, 2011).

It is important for early years practitioners to understand the
importance of affordance theory because it guides us to consider
the types and variety of materials, we provide for children to
access, it helps us to understand ‘why’ we need to provide a
range of resources and materials which can support:

® Childrens holistic development
® Different types of play as well as stages of play

® Enabling environments, indoors & outdoors, to suit the
stage of development of the child
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Risky play brings with it many benefits which include positive
effects on health and physical development, self-assessment of risk
and self-efficacy and allowing children to engage in managed risk
means that they are less likely to seek out greater risks in a more
dangerous situation later in their development (Brock et al, 2014).

American psychologist James J. Gibson (1979) suggested that
environments and objects within them have values and meanings
that are unique to the person perceiving them. When children play
in a space or with an object, they experience it in a unique way.
Rather than its intended purpose, they may view it in terms of

its ‘affordances.’




The types of resources we often need to provide are termed Loose
Parts. Loose parts are materials which can be moved around,
designed, redesigned, and tinkered with (Nicholson, 1971).

Loose parts are exactly what it says on the tin - they are not fixed
and can be used for many things to be determined by the child

in their own unique way. They are a crucial element of children’s
play in the outdoors and objects such as drainpipes, tyres, bricks,
wheels, buckets, sticks, and pallets, are all stimuli for creative ideas.
These can be used for making patterns, carrying, and transporting
objects, covering objects as well as people, turning things, joining
things together and can indicate how a child’s brain interprets

the world.

We know that tensions exist between what the Early Years
practitioner would like to provide and their feelings of accountability
(Sandseter, 2009). Health and safety regulations can sometimes be
overwhelming and Early Years practitioners can feel a dissonance
between what they feel is appropriate to teach and what they feel
‘compelled’ to teach (Rose & Rogers,2012), creating an anxiety

and fear in terms of what to allow children to do and use. Some
regulations suggest the removal of objects such as ‘dangerous’
sticks, large wooden structures, and tyres,

which would otherwise afford opportunities for construction
(Johnson, 2013), and development of schemas linked to
transporting and enveloping, by creating ‘undisturbed hiding
places for play’ (Boulton and Thomas, 2021a). Often practitioners
are unaware that their beliefs do not match their actions (Bennett,
Wood and Rogers, 1997 cited in Bilton and Waters, 2017). But the
theory of loose parts is about more than the materials and the
objects, it is a theory about democracy, where these opportunities
are identified as essential chances for children to develop creativity,
independence, and self-governance (Cobb-Moore & Miller, 2007;
Moser & Martinsen, 2010).

Nicholson proposed that loose parts were ‘all the things that satisfy
one's curiosity and give us the pleasure that results from discovery
and invention’ (1971, p.30). Nicholson further proposed that in any
environment the amount of discovery or creativity a child gets, is
causally linked to the varied materials made available within it.

The introduction of loose parts into children’s play affords
significant opportunities for holistic development but particularly
cognitive development.
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Affordance Theory + Loose parts =
Schematic development in young children

In part 2 of the article Pavla Boulton and Amanda Thomas will go
on to explore definitions of schema, schema development in the
Foundation phase and Curriculum for Wales 2022 and why it is
important for early years practitioners, in the non-maintained and
the maintained sectors, to recognise and develop schemas.

Ideas for ‘work group supervision’
(Louis, 2021) and reflective questions

Journal/ draw/ record your initial reactions to the article and give
examples of ideas you felt comfortable with and ideas that you
felt uncomfortable with. Journal/ draw/ record your thoughts
about this article and explore what makes you think this way

® What images and observations could you use from your practice
to illustrate your thoughts?

® What other reading have you explored that could illustrate your
thoughts? What have the children been exploring and have you
recognised any schematic patterns of behaviour?

® What risky play have you supported in your setting? How could
you enrich this risky play?

® What new ideas did you meet in the article? What ideas will you
explore further?

Use ‘work group supervision’ (Louis, 2021), as part of your team
meetings or time with a mentor, tutor or colleague to share your
reflections, observations and learning.

Resources and further professional
learning opportunities:

You can find ideas and supporting materials in the Schema
development Toolkit (Thomas, 2019): https://hwb.gov.wales/
api/storage/4be12be2-3180-4619-963d-b62c4f252423/
Toolkit%20supporting%20schemas.pdf which will provide all
the guidance needed to plan your provision using schema
development as a core focus in your practice.

A full list of references used in this article can be found:
https://www.earlyyears.wales/en/foundation-phase

Join us at the Early Years Wales Foundation Phase Excellence
Network events to continue your exploration of outdoor play
and schemas.

We would like to hear from early years practitioners and
settings so that we can develop case studies about schema
development. Please contact sarahw@earlyyears.wales for
more information.

You may also be interested in:

‘The Lost Words Project’ at the University of South Wales,
Newport, smalltalk, (spring 2020), pg 18 - 20

https://www.earlyyears.wales/en/news/blog-schemas
Don't forget

Early Years Wales members can download back issues of
smalltalk for free: earlyyears.wales/shop


https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/4be12be2-3180-4619-963d-b62c4f252423/Toolkit%20supporting%20schema
https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/4be12be2-3180-4619-963d-b62c4f252423/Toolkit%20supporting%20schema
https://hwb.gov.wales/api/storage/4be12be2-3180-4619-963d-b62c4f252423/Toolkit%20supporting%20schema
https://www.earlyyears.wales/en/foundation-phase
http://www.earlyyears.wales/en/shop

) This article is extracted from the autumn 2021 issue of smalltalk
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