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Play Things 
Penny Wilson 

 
     There is no getting away from it. When it comes to looking at play provision in public places I am a 

geek.  

I deliberately walk through housing estates to find out what has been provided by the developers or 
landlords to meet the needs of the children who live there.  

 Very often there is quite a lot of open space. Very often it is locked or strewn with dog mess or has 
on it rather mean spirited pieces of bought play equipment that is really little more than an unimaginative 
metal frame with a slide and a ladder.  It is usually  garishly coloured and has a rubberised floor. 

I think of the 16 or so different types of play which Bob Hughes has identified as being recognised all 
over the world as behaviours, as the things that they do when children are allowed to play freely. 

It is a list of beautiful things, all of which we carry forward with us into the entirety of our lives.  I think 
of the creativity and spirituality and imaginings of the child at play, of the resilience and wisdom and 

understanding that comes through along with a rich, 
freely chosen play life. Of all of the 16 play types there 
is only one of them that is concerned with gross motor 
physical activity. But it  is that one which almost every 
playground you have ever seen focuses solely upon to 
the exclusion of all the others. You can’t dam a stream 
or dig a hole in rubberised surfacing. These bent metal  
gee-gaws are designed to dictate the way that the child 
plays. There is nothing of the discovery of a new world 
and a new life here.  

 In every bit of Playwork I have ever done, I have used 
loose parts. Bits of left over, worthless in its own right, 
cardboard boxes, sticks,  fabrics, dressing up clothes, 

wheels and rope and  flower pots, whatever the children find around them that will serve the purpose that 
they need for them to explore the world around them and make their playing spring from their minds into 
the world, to be shared with other children . This is the almost magical bit of playing. The deep 
intelligence that guides it and informs the child of the things that they need to explore. 
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  So I reflect again on the provision of  
play affordances in our housing estates 
and parks and I see how very 
unwelcome and unaccepted the 
children must feel in the spaces 
around them. 
 
 In my work at PlayKX we have used 
nothing it loose parts, though we call 

them Play Things. The children seize 
the things that they need from the collection 
of blocks and fabric and mirrors and whatever else we have around. They create their own 
playgrounds, inventing and reinventing them for hours on end, watched over by the Playwork team 
and their families. 

As a result of the pandemic, we have had to stop providing these free fee play sessions. So we 
have turned our energies to finding other ways to support the play process.   

It occurred to us that with a bag filled with Play Things  a family could go to any old boring 
playground on their estate or local park, they could play on balconies or living rooms, creating amazing 
adventure wherever they were. 

 So we have launched a Kickstarter campaign to raise money to produce Play Things collections 
that we can make affordable to any family. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 It is absolutely not our intention to start a brand or claim to have a definitive perfect list of  things 
that are essential for a quality play experience. In fact we are rather keen that families start their own 
collections of things to take to a grotty little playground to make them spring to life.  What we do want to 
do is plant the germs of this idea and spread little sparks of playground hacking fun in as many places 
as possible. 

 If you want to donate to our Kickstarter campaign please visit us on https://bit.ly/AssemblePlay 
or share the news of the project to help us out in a different way. You can always start collecting objects 
yourself and sharing them with families.  But we have a very strong feeling that now is the time to make 
a change in the way we support children and their role in the city so anything and everything we can do 
to advocate for the Right of Every Child to have the Right to Play is more important than ever it was 
before. 

 You can see our work on Instagram @PlayKX and read our essays on medium.com/@playkx 

It is a list of beautiful 

things, all of which we 

carry forward with us into 

the entirety of our lives. 

https://bit.ly/AssemblePlay
https://medium.com/@playkx
https://bit.ly/AssemblePlay
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A forest-based yard improved the immune system of daycare children in only a month 
 

An experimental study coordinated by the Natural Resources Institute Finland (Luke) showed, for the first time 
in the world, that the immune system of daycare children of three to five years improved its regulation when 
forest undergrowth, lawn turf and planter boxes were added to yard areas of daycare centres. 

 
A high level of hygiene, an urban lifestyle and an insufficient contact with nature reduce diversity in the organ 

system’s microbes. Homogeneity in microbes increases the risk of disorders in the immune system, such as atopy, 
diabetes, the coeliac disease and allergies. 

 
Dozens comparative studies have previously found that children who live in rural areas and are in contact with 

nature have a lower probability of catching an illness resulting from disorders in the immune system. A recent 
study shows that repeated contact with nature-like elements five times a week diversified the organ system’s 

microbes that offer protection 
against diseases transmitted 
through the immune system in 
daycare children. “This recently 
published study of daycare 
children is the first in which these 
changes offering protection 
against diseases have been found 
when adding diversified aspects 
of nature to an urban 
environment”, says Aki 
Sinkkonen, research scientist at 
Luke, who led the study 
published in Science Advances. 

 
The research groups of Heikki Hyöty, 

professor of virology, and Juho Rajaniemi, professor of urban planning, from the University of Tampere 
participated in the study. “The results of this study are encouraging when looking for new opportunities for the 
prevention of immune system 
disorders. Further studies aimed 
to reach this goal are already 
underway”, Heikki Hyöty says. 
 

Biodiversity increases 
microbial diversity 

 
Based on this study and 

previous comparative studies, 
Sinkkonen presents the following 
request: “The yard areas of all 
daycare centres should be 
transformed into green areas, 
because this will improve the 
regulation of children’s immune system in only a month. What is more, children’s motor skills and ability to 
concentrate will improve, and they will have a close relationship with nature.” According to Juho Rajaniemi, the 
study shows that an enjoyable living environment that improves wellbeing can be built at low costs. “As many 
functional green environments as possible should absolutely be planned in towns and cities”, he encourages. 

 
Natural microbes offer various protection – this is how you can change your daily life 
 
When we are in contact with nature, we expose ourselves to a broad range of microbes, activating different 

parts of our defensive system. 

https://www.luke.fi/en/news/a-forest-based-yard-improved-the-immune-system-of-daycare-children-in-only-a-month/
https://www.luke.fi/en/news/a-forest-based-yard-improved-the-immune-system-of-daycare-children-in-only-a-month/
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Free trees for schools and communities 

The Woodland Trust want to make sure 
everybody in the UK has the chance to 
plant a tree. So they’re giving away 
hundreds of thousands of trees to schools 
and communities. “Together, we'll get 
millions more trees in the ground.” 

 

See how to get your trees here. 

To protect the natural development of the immune 
system, the green yard area model studied among 
daycare children should also be expanded to other daily 
activities. For example, a green yard area that attracts 
both children and adults can be built outside multi-
storey buildings from shrubs and forest undergrowth. A 
decomposing pile of leaves does not need to be carried 
away at once, and there can also be a garden of 
decaying trees. “We should modify our daily life so that 
we can be in contact with nature. It would be best if 
children could play in puddles and everyone could dig 
organic soil. We could take our children out to nature 
five times a week to have an impact on microbes”, 
Sinkkonen encourages, and would like to remind us to 
keep our tetanus vaccination effective. 

 
During the study, forest undergrowth, lawn turf and 

planter boxes, in which children planted and tended 
crops, were added to paved, tiled and gravel-coated yard 
areas at daycare centres. Contact with nature repeated 
five times a week during one month increased microbial 
diversity in children’s skin. 

Read the full article here. 

Working with the Arts for Resilience and Empathy  
Aslaug Stugu Brittaine  

 
I will start with letting you know a little bit about 

who is writing this. 
My background is manyfold, such as social work, 
special needs teaching in communities (England 
and Scotland), gardening, sculpture training, 
expressive arts therapy training and dabbling with 
some music and painting. My adult life has been 
divided between living in Britain and back to my 
country of birth, Norway. I have come to realise 
that working with both nature and the arts has 
kept me grounded, centred and healthy and that 
the arts are part of my life blood! My last job 
before I retired, was working in a Steiner school in 

Norway. Here I worked as a special needs teacher, 
counsellor and an arts teacher.  

 
Training as an expressive arts therapist some years ago was like “coming home” to myself, combining in depth 

work with people and the arts. This is a successful method used across borders, working with individuals one to 
one or with groups. One of the foundations of this method is using more than one artistic expression or modality, 
in order to deepen themes. The modalities used can be painting/drawing, storytelling/poetry, clay modelling, 
music/voice, movement and drama. As an example, you may start with painting and then deepen the theme 
questions by moving into modelling and then on to writing. Time for reflection and understanding is crucial 
throughout.  

 
It is, however, the artwork itself that speaks its own language and it needs to be treated with respect and 

dignity. By participants responding to the works of art from an honest place in themselves the collection of 
responses may help the other participants find new meaning and perspective on the current theme. There is no 
room for interpreting other people, only sharing what happens to you as an individual in witnessing another 

Photo from Sussex local  

https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/plant-trees/schools-and-communities/
https://www.luke.fi/en/news/a-forest-based-yard-improved-the-immune-system-of-daycare-children-in-only-a-month/
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participant’s work. It is like the works of art 
become the space in the middle of the circle and 
may help participants reach the deepest parts in 
themselves. As a “retired” person I can now carry 
on doing theme-based workshops through 
working with these methods and witnessing the 
transformative magic that can occur in a circle of 
people.  
 
I discovered that working with young people and 
adults of all ages is doing what I may call ‘repair 
work’. When I started my work in the Steiner 

school with the children, it was like starting from 
the other end, ‘building up’ children who are not yet 

broken. Both aspects are about the respect for other people’s processes and honouring the unique individuality 
of the person in front of you. I strongly believe each person has their unique gifts and potential if only we can tap 
into their resources and they can believe in themselves. I believe in “growing” independent human beings living 
their potential, like the acorn growing up to becoming the oak tree it was meant to become.  

 
My experiences make me passionate about standing up for the arts in education. Through storytelling, 

creating their own books, drawing, painting, modelling, music and handwork children will naturally activate their 
feelings and build their imagination and creativity. The arts need to be recognised as essential for all education. 
Storytelling and artistic work will in any setting build the senses and enhance the emotional and imaginative 
capacities that are needed. Enough time for free play in the early years and creating space for wonder and 
curiosity equally so. Being curious about the world will make the child want to carry on learning and exploring 
life.  

 
The repair work for adults needing therapy is often around feelings that have got stuck or frozen, maybe due 

to traumatic events. Gradually it is possible to bring the body to life and acquire a feeling of safety through 
movement and artistic activities. Through activating the senses and the imagination, the person may find 
comfort, hope and new solutions to old problems. Growing the inner capacity for picture making and intuition are 
such important tools for managing life better and developing our individual human resources.  

 
As adults, we have a responsibility towards children, being examples of how to manage changes. By getting in 

touch with our own playfulness, creative powers and change-making potentials, I believe we can all empower 
ourselves. It's true, not everybody is an artist in the traditional understanding of the term artist. We have 
however endless potential to grow ourselves into becoming ever more human, using the gifts we already have 
within ourselves. I believe every human being has the capacity to think with their hearts and grow more resilience 
and empathy within and without.  

 
We find some of these resources naturally in children’s play. Picasso once said, “Every child is an artist. The 

problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up”. We can see that children have a natural capacity to play 
and create. This is something we are not taught as being important once we grow up. Most children are naturally 
social and playful and through play and fantasy they are able to find all the interactive solutions needed in a 
totally natural way. We are going to need people who are socially responsible and meet each other with care and 
empathy. Another quote comes from Leonard Bernstein, “The point is, art never stopped a war and never got 
anybody a job. But it can change people. It can affect people so that they are changed, because people are 
changed by art - enriched, ennobled, encouraged. They can act in a way that may affect the course of events, by 
the way they vote, they behave, the way they think”.  

 
An education that involves art making can build resilient human beings who are prepared for life by making use of 
their whole potential. It is resilience that helps people find solutions to life’s challenges. The world is going to need 
the children of today growing up to be able to meet the challenges of their world with creativity, imagination and 
inspiration for new solutions. Problems can no longer be solved by the same means that created them in the first 
place. New solutions to old problems will forever be needed.  

Photo source unknown 
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Children’s views should be taken into account when designing urban space 
 

Jenny Wood Research Associate, Institute for Social Policy, Housing and Equalities Research,  
Heriot-Watt University  

 

Children see the world in a different way to adults, but urban planning policies rarely take this into account. By 
focusing on adult needs and views, children are often planned out of our public spaces – and their needs are 
relegated to specific areas such as playgrounds. 

This can even breach their human rights. Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child gives 
children the right to participate in the matters that affect them, while Article 15 gives them the right to gather and 
organise their own activities, and Article 31 the right to play, rest and leisure. 

 
Listening to children and valuing their experiences can also help us take a more imaginative approach to urban 

space. When we do this we have opportunities to improve public spaces for everyone. 
Read the full article here.  

From The Conversation 5th November, 2020  

London Folk Tales for Children  
by Anne Johnson and Sef Townsend, 

illustrated by Belinda Evans,  
published by The History Press, 

 
London Folk Tales for Children is 
a collection of thirteen stories 
with additional poems. Anne 
and Sef have gathered stories from 
the words and memories of Londoners past 
and present. The stories are of the 'immigrants' that have made London what it is 
and a 'London' folk tale may have begun in a place far away.  
 

You will meet Prince Duleep, the young maharajah who presented to Queen 
Victoria a diamond so big it was called 'the mountain of light'. You will hear street 
cries, songs of chimney sweeps, tales of cross-dressing Earls and escapees from 
The Tower of London with names like Thomas Blood.  
Order book here: 

The human family is one family 

and this great family shows its 

many faces on the streets of 

London. London's windblown 

stories are as countless as the  

stars 

https://theconversation.com/childrens-views-should-be-taken-into-account-when-designing-urban-space-148888
https://theconversation.com/childrens-views-should-be-taken-into-account-when-designing-urban-space-148888
https://www.bigissueshop.com/collection/books/product/london-folk-tales-for-children
https://www.bigissueshop.com/collection/books/product/london-folk-tales-for-children
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Screen Time During Covid Time: cause for concern? 
Dr Aric Sigman PSHE Health Education Lecturer 

 
As children’s screen time increases 

tremendously during covid, so do parental 
concerns about what impact this might have on 
them. While parents and schools instinctively feel 
that children are spending too much of their 
leisure time on screens, to understand this issue 
requires us to scrutinise what's going on behind 
the screen. 

 
Remote learning aside, screen time during 

covid is an amplification of screen time during 
normal times, but some underlying issues 
remain. Of the PSHE subjects I teach in schools, 
managing ‘screen time’ is the one most poorly 
understood. Many people working in education 
view the issue of children’s screen use through an educational and cultural lens. Concerns revolve around 
whether or which screen materials or screen activities are educational and whether the values and images 
conveyed are positive or detrimental e.g. porno vs Proust. … Read the article here 

Published 22nd November, 2020 

School Wasn’t So Great Before COVID, Either 
 
Erika Christakis 
Early-childhood educator 
 

The litany of tragedies and 
inconveniences visited upon Americans by 
COVID-19 is long, but one of the more 
pronounced sources of misery for parents 
has been pandemic schooling. The 
logistical gymnastics necessary to balance work and school when all the crucial resources—time, physical space, 
internet bandwidth, emotional reserves—are limited have pushed many to the point of despair. 

 

Pandemic school is clearly not working well, especially for younger children—and it’s all but impossible for the 
20 percent of American students who lack access to the 
technology needed for remote learning. But what parents are 
coming to understand about their kids’ education—glimpsed 
through Zoom windows and “asynchronous” classwork—is that 
school was not always working so great before COVID-19 either. 
Like a tsunami that pulls away from the coast, leaving an 
exposed stretch of land, the pandemic has revealed long-
standing inattention to children’s developmental needs—needs 
as basic as exercise, outdoor time, conversation, play, even 
sleep. All of the challenges of educating young children that we 
have minimized for years have suddenly appeared like flotsam 
on a beach at low tide, reeking and impossible to ignore. Parents 
are not only seeing how flawed and glitch-riddled remote 
teaching is—they’re discovering that many of the problems of 
remote schooling are merely exacerbations of problems with in-
person schooling. 

Read the full article here. 
The Atlantic December 2020   

Yes, remote schooling has been a 
misery- 

but it’s offering a rare chance to 
rethink early education entirely. 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/screen-time-during-covid-cause-concern-dr-aric-sigman
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2020/12/school-wasnt-so-great-before-covid-either/616923/
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Developing Connection - for mental health and long term emotional 
resilience 
Emma Stow 

 
A few years ago I attended an event held by the London 
Mayor’s Peer Outreach Team at City Hall for Mental Health 
Day. I listened to presentations by young founders of 
charities. They described how overcoming their own mental 
health issues prior to setting up their charity had shown 
them how to support the mental health of others. I 
approached some of them afterwards to find out more. I 
asked them what the single most important part of their turn
-around was. What had helped them most when they were 
at their worst?  
 
Of the 4 presenters I spoke to that evening, every one told 
me that it was the spiritual support/intervention they had 
received that had helped the most.  
 
They added that they were told not to discuss spirituality 
openly when talking of their work in schools because Ofted 
forbids the mention of spirituality in schools, for 
understandable reasons. But if spirituality is the single most 
healing and empowering part of the recovery of many 
people from mental health crises - their way of moving 
forward - then how can we ensure that there’s a space for 

this to be expressed? The increased availability of yoga and mindfulness in schools has certainly 
helped to add a safe spiritual dimension to children’s lives.  

 
Mental health crises and the 

dark night of the soul are often how 
we come into personal contact with 
the divine. Events happen that defy 
our understanding of life. We run 
out of answers, experience 
depression and anxiety and are 
faced with the overwhelming reality 
of grief and loss. At that point we 
often have to connect with a 
greater power or something beyond 
the known reality, to be able to 
change and to move forward.  

 
What I have observed from my 

own experience in the healing field 
is that more than anything the 
human suffers from disconnection.  
That is, disconnection from the true self or soul, the energetic or spiritual essence within them, and from 
the wider relationship that exists for them – to nature, to source/creator/God or however that divine 
power or presence is experienced by them. Making the connection is often what facilitates the healing.  

 
Children have this connection intact and sacred awareness is totally natural for them. The question 

is: how can we as adults support them so that it is maintained into adulthood? This way they can 
develop whatever belief system or faith that is a natural expression of the connection that has always 
been an intrinsic part of them. 

 
The very awareness of the importance of this connection in children can be a powerful way of 

developing long term emotional resilience and the strong foundations and the depth to set them up for 

life. Their often   innate understanding that difficult experiences have spiritual significance can be an 

opportunity for their empowerment. 
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Email: 

info@allianceforchildhood.org.uk 

 

Phone: 

0870 766 9657 

 

Websites: 

 

London  

www.allianceforchildhood.org.uk  

 

UK        

www.allianceforchildhood.co.uk 

 

International  

www.alliancechildhood.org 

  

Facebook: 

www.fb.com/AllianceforChildhoodInt 

Pornography effects:  
'Watching porn left me scarred from a 

young age' 

Watching porn as a youngster left Nicki Briant 
with a "warped" expectation of sex and a 
"tarnished" body image. The 25-year-old said it left 
her "scarred" and it took years for her to be able to 
address her issues around sex.  

 
Charity Plan UK and the Institute of Psychosex-

ual Medicine have called for the dangers of porn to 
be taught in schools. The Welsh Government said it 
was considering how guidance on porn might be 
included in its new curriculum. 

See video here.   
Filmed and edited by Max Evans. 

Published 23 October 2020 BBC News Wales  

Physical activity can help to close the Covid gap 
Sally Goddard Blythe, Institute for Neuro-Physiological Psychology  

 
Coronavirus has changed the course of childhood over the past nine 
months. There have been hidden benefits such as more time to 
spend outside in the months of spring and summer, proximity to 
parents and a chance to learn through engagement and interaction 
for some, but many families have been unable to access these and 
the very things that have helped some, have caused deprivation and 
disadvantage for others. 
 
The recent report from Ofsted warned of pupils falling behind - of 
younger children losing the ability to use a knife and fork, of 
returning to nappies, and a group, 'who have slipped back in their 
learning to varying degrees since schools were closed to most and 
children and movement restricted'. It highlighted writing, stamina for 
writing at length, posture and writing style as being areas of concern. 
Primary leaders have identified that some of their pupils had lost 
some of their knowledge and skills in reading and showed regression 
in use of language and numeracy. 
These findings suggest that space, regular movement, routine, 
practise and consistency across home and school environments are 
fundamental factors in supporting learning. 

Read the article here.  
Nursery World, Thursday, 26th November, 2020 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-54630611
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/opinion/article/physical-activity-can-help-to-close-the-covid-gap

