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100% OF JUNIOR LEADERS 
WHO COMPLETED THE LEVEL 1 

TRAINING AGREED OR STRONGLY 
AGREED THAT PLAY WAS 

IMPORTANT, WITH 96% AGREEING 
OR STRONGLY AGREEING THAT 
PLAY NEEDS TO BE CHILD-LED.
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PlayBoard is the lead 
organisation for the 
development and promotion 
of children and young people’s 
play in Northern Ireland. 

Since its establishment in 1985, PlayBoard 
has been committed to supporting the 
child’s right to play through a combination 
of service delivery and development; 
campaigning and lobbying; awareness 
raising; and working in partnership with 
others to put play on the agenda of policy 
makers and resource providers.

PlayBoard works from the premise that 
play is fundamental to a healthy and 
happy childhood and the organisation 
takes every possible opportunity to 
promote, develop and create inspiring 
play opportunities for children.
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About PlayBoard

Our Mission

Leading the 
Play Agenda.

Our Vision

A society 
where the 
right to 
play is both 
valued and 
realised.
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Section 1 – The importance of play
in the youth setting

Section 1 focuses on the underlying theory 
of play, why it is a critical component of 
children and young people’s lives, play’s role 
in developing learning and building essential 
skills, and ultimately its role in creating 
enjoyable, fun childhood experiences. The aim 
of Section 1 is to provide a theoretical basis 
from which youth workers can build on the play 
opportunities currently on offer within youth 
settings. 

Section 2 – Resources for play

The second section focuses on the practical 
aspects of play delivery and includes a number 
of proformas that have been approved to 
support youth workers as they plan for play 
and reflect on its impact. In addition, Section 2 
provides lots of ideas about how settings can 
build on the play offer, supporting them to help 
make quality play happen.

Have FUN!

WELCOME
to PlayBoard NI’s Youth@Play 
resource which aims to provide 
guidance and support for youth 
workers as they seek to build 
upon and develop the play offer 
within their setting. The resource 
is split into two sections:
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Youth Service attendance data indicates that 
a high proportion of youth club members 
are aged between four to 13 years. For this 
age group, play is the primary engagement 
mechanism. Recognising the prevalence of 
the younger age group with the Youth Service, 
the Chief Inspector’s Report (2016 - 2018) 
identified that the needs of the younger age 
group, specifically the nine to 13-year olds, 
could be better met in the youth work setting 
through the greater use of play.

On this basis, the Youth@Play pilot 
programme and resource was developed by 
PlayBoard NI with support from the Education 
Authority. 

PlayBoard NI, the lead organisation for the 
development and promotion of children and 
young people’s play in Northern Ireland, 
engaged with workers and junior leaders in 
youth settings in two council areas, Belfast 
City Council and Armagh City, Banbridge and 
Craigavon Borough Council, to facilitate the 
enhanced provision of play within statutory 

youth settings. Youth workers engaged in 
a Level 3 Playwork training programme, 
and junior leaders participated in a Level 
1 programme with both groups working 
together to make play happen for many of the 
younger members in the settings.

This resource draws on this work. Its aim is to 
provide you with the capacity and the tools to 
make play happen in the setting that you are 
involved in. It sets out to further convince you 
that more than ever – 

young people need 
to play and you can 
play a big part in 
making it happen!
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Section 1
The importance of play 

in the youth setting
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It’s all about agency. Youth work is about 
helping young people to develop the 
knowledge, skills and confidence to make 
informed choices about their lives. Playwork 
is about helping young people make informed 
choices about their play. Both youth work and 
playwork are about affording young people 
agency over what matters to them, and what 
is important for them.

Just as youth work may be viewed as 
early preparation for becoming an adult, 
playwork can be seen as early preparation for 
becoming an adolescent. 

The central theme of youth work is personal 
and social development, focusing on building 
the young person’s capacity to participate; 
to test their boundaries and beliefs; and to 
accept and understand others.

The central theme of playwork is play. This 
instinctive behaviour provides a natural 
platform for the young person to develop, to 
learn about themselves and the world around 
them, and their position in it. So, like youth 
work, playwork promotes personal and social 
development.

Youth work engages young people in 
experiences, exposing them to do and 
to feel. Playwork is the same. Youth 
work supports the journey towards self-
directed, independent adulthood. Playwork 
supports the journey towards self-directed, 
independent play.

In both cases, the adult generally 
provides the space; the resources; the 
idea; the encouragement; the protection, 
encouragement and support for the young 
person ‘to be me’; to be confident; to express 
themselves; to know themselves and the 
world around them; to feel; to self-regulate 
and of course have fun.

“Sliding down the grass slope on a 
cardboard box; building a wee den in 

behind all the brambles; exploring 
the wee stream when it went in 
under the road and got all dark; 

playing ‘shootie in’ with my brother 
at half time in the FA Cup final … 
When I think about play – this is 

what I think of! Play was about being 
outside; play was about adventure; 
play was doing your own thing; play 

seemed to last for ever. 

Play was fun!”

Peter McCartney, PlayBoard NI

When adults reminisce about their play 
experiences, more often than not they take 
place during the summer, it was warm and 
sunny, the days were long, sometimes spent 
at the beach, and wearing t-shirts. 

But play happens and needs to happen all 
year round. Play is fundamental to physical 
and social development and learning, it is 
important for emotional well-being, it helps 
in our understanding of ourselves and the 
world around us. So, on a wet afternoon 
in November, or a cold evening in January, 
children and young people need play as much 
as any other time during the year. 

It is the responsibility of adults 
engaging with young people to make 
play happen wherever they are and 
that includes youth settings.

“The best way to engage 
with young people is 
through play.”
Youth worker 
Banbridge Youth 
Resource Centre

Tune in to playPlaywork or youth work – 
what’s the difference?



The starting point when working with younger 
members is their needs – Social, Physical, 
Intellectual, Creative, Cultural and Emotional 
(SPICCE).

A key way to meet the needs of young people 
is to provide them with opportunities to play. 
But play is much more than a vehicle to meet 
the range of needs in SPICCE. Play is a need 
in itself.

All young people need to play, it is essential, a 
biological necessity. That’s why young people 
do it instinctively. Young people need play to 
develop, some argue they need it to survive. 
Why? Because play helps young people to 
communicate with each other; play helps 
young people engage in physical activity; 
play helps young people to solve problems. 
It helps them to use their imagination, to 
understand their identity and to feel – good, 
bad, scared, happy!

This is why a young person’s need to play 
is enshrined within Article 31 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC). Under Article 31, all branches of 
the UK Government must afford all young 
people with the opportunity to play (the 
UN Convention defines children and young 
people as being those aged up to 18 years).

It is important that young people play in youth 
settings, because it is important that young 
people play. 

Adults may think 
that play is what 
young people do 
when they have 
nothing better to do, 
but in fact, play is the 
better thing to do. 

Play is vital for young people’s holistic 
development; their physical development 
when running around; their social 
development when playing with friends; their 
intellectual development when working things 
out in their play; their creative development 
when making things and pretending; and their 
cultural development when playing old street 
games. It is also important for their emotional 
development. Children and young people play 
because generally it’s fun! Whilst they can 
experience a range of other emotions when 
they are playing, they generally feel good. It’s 
good for their sense of well-being.

It’s particularly important that youth setting 
members, particularly younger ones, get the 
opportunity to play. Youth work often focuses 
on meeting the needs of the older members; 
helping teenagers with their understanding 
of who they are and helping them to become 
informed so they can prepare for the life 
choices they have to make. Meeting their 
needs often means intervention from the 
youth worker to inform and to challenge. 
In order to do this workers develop strong, 
trusting relationships with the young person, 
to encourage them to talk, to be open to 
information, to feel safe to ask questions, to 
make mistakes, to make choices, to decide 
who they are. Whilst these are serious and 
important topics, the interventions are often 
delivered in a playful way. Opportunities for 
recreation are also made available which 
supports the relationship building and lightens 
the youth setting experience. This is called 
fun! In lots of ways play, or being playful, is 
an accompaniment to the main youth work 
programme.

In contrast, with younger members, play is 
the thing! The need to play is core to young 
people, so settings need to ensure that the 
play needs of these particular members are 
met. 

“Let the young people pick 
what they want and choose 
what they want to do.” 
Youth worker
Doyle Youth Centre

8

Why play?



As play is important in youth work settings, 
to help make it happen for young people we 
need to be clear what is meant by play.

Think about what your play was like when 
you were young. Think about what you 
played; where you played; and who you 
played with...

Chances are, many if not all of your play 
memories were outdoors; had no adults 
involved; involved some physical activity; 
gave you a sense of freedom; were 
sometimes a wee bit risky; involved mystery 
and adventure; involved the use of lots of 
play props; often had a social element to 
it; were physical, and emotional. You might 
even remember getting ‘lost’ in your play – 
becoming immersed in it!

And of course – most of them were fun! 

If this is the sort of play we remember it must 
be memorable! To make play work for young 
people in a youth club setting they need 
the chance to experience play like this. Play 
where the young people themselves are the 
architects. Research shows that this type of 
play is the most beneficial for young people in 
terms of their development; in terms of their 
growth; but most of all in terms of their sense 
of well-being. This shouldn’t be surprising – 
we saw it in our own play! 

When considering play in the youth setting, 
let’s focus on ‘DIY’ play. As adults, it is 
necessary to provide the tools to make it 
happen; the space where it can take place; 
perhaps a bit of guidance or direction; maybe 
even playing alongside the young person for 
a while. But, the play should belong to the 
young person, not the adult. Play that is 
young person led is the best play of all!

“Play is what young people do when 
they follow their own ideas and 

interests, in their own way and for 
their own reasons.” 

(Getting serious about play: a review of 
children’s play, 2004)

“Young people’s play is any 
behaviour, activity or process 

initiated, controlled and structured 
by young people themselves; it 

takes place whenever and wherever 
opportunities arise.”  

(UNCRC, General Comment
No. 17, 2013)

As the play with the highest play value is 
young person led play, what then is the role 
of the adults in making play happen for young 
people, particularly in a youth work setting?

In the ideal world adults wouldn’t need to 
be there at all. Young people would sort 
themselves out for play – like we often did 
when we were young! However, it is not an 
ideal world.

• Communities can be young person 
‘unfriendly’ places where they are not 
encouraged to make a noise, to make a 
mess, to get together – to play!

• There is a perception that to be a ‘good 
parent’ every hour of the young person’s 
day should be planned out with activities.

• Computer games and home screen devices 
are capturing young people’s attention and 
preying on parents’ fear of letting young 
people go outside.

• Communities are more dangerous with more 
traffic; everyone in a hurry; and there is less 
green space to play.

As a result, young people do need help to 
make play happen for them, but adults need 
to ensure to not take it over.
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What is meant by play?

Making play work



What can youth workers do to help make play work for the young people in their settings? In 
playwork, the role of the adult falls into three parts – the Three Pillars of Playwork.
 
To help make play work for young people you also need to pay attention to the people, and the 
place. Youth workers know the importance of building relationships with people, particularly the 
young people, as a pre-requisite for anything involving them. Providing for their play, along with 
the play space needs that relationship too.

10

Principles

People PlayPlace

Playwork

Three Pillars of Playwork

“We tell them what 
we want to do.” 
Youth centre member, 
NUBIA Youth Centre
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“I ALWAYS HAD A GOAL AS A PLAYWORKER 
THAT EACH YOUNG PERSON WOULD FEEL 
BETTER ABOUT THEMSELVES WHEN THEY 
LEFT, THAN THEY DID WHEN THEY CAME 

IN. THAT’S A GOOD GOAL FOR YOUTH 
WORKERS AS WELL!” 

Peter McCartney, PlayBoard NI

Pillar 1            
  
  

People/relationships

Think of someone you have a good relationship with – a partner, a close friend, or a family 
member. It is possible to identify a host of things gained from such a relationship – trust, a laugh, 
someone to talk to, feel safe with, get encouragement, get direction, someone who listens, to 
depend on, someone who knows when to give you space or reel you back in, you know where 
you stand, to have fun with. Well, when you think about it, that’s what young people need too. It’s 
only when they feel safe, when they feel they can be themselves, when they aren’t being judged 
or compared, that they can relax enough to really get immersed in their play, to play in a way that 
is best for their sense of well-being and fun. As an adult, part of your job is to be that person. 
In youth work with older members that relationship promotes trust and a sense of security, so 
that they can face and tackle big decisions about their lives. With the younger member it’s about 
developing those relationships so that they can really play!

Relationships play a big part in making play happen, but we need to keep working at them. Here 
are some handy hints.

Relationships with young people
• Involve them as much as possible – in the planning and the play itself.
• Be fair – treat everyone equally.
• Be clear about what you want them to do, to know about.
• Remember that they are still young people on the road to becoming adults – but they’re not 

there yet!
• Share in the fun, be playful, go with the play, just don’t take it over!
• Be there for them.
• Make time for them.
• Take an interest in their lives.
• Follow up on the things you said you would do.
• Get to know each young person.



Pillar 2

Place

Play is greatly enhanced by the place in which it 
takes place. 

It’s important to think about the play space – the 
places in which the play takes place. For adults, 
outdoors was a great place to play so this must 
be considered as well. 

What are the characteristics of a good play 
space? 

Young people in youth settings shared what they felt made a 
good play space.
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“A place that 
we could call 

ours”
“Outdoors” “Technology” “Big

screens”

“Fun”
“Chill-out

places” “Make
food”

“We decorate”

“No adults”
“Not like
school” 

“Our space” “We set
the rules”

“There is no point in having a 
water fight indoors or big mural 

painting in a carpeted room. 

There is no point in trying to 
play ‘SHOUT’ outside the window 
where the community centre is 

running a yoga session. 

It is no good playing a game of 
hunt in the busy car park of the 

centre.”
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A great resource called Best Play sets out a number of characteristics of a good play space. Here 
are the highlights:

A varied and interesting Things at different levels, spaces of different sizes, places to
physical environment hide, trees and bushes as well as things that have been   
 made, places mystery and imagination.

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

Playing with the natural  Campfires, digging, playing snowballs, flying kites.
elements - earth, water,  
fire, air

Movement e.g. running,  Beams and ropes, soft mats, bike riding, juggling
jumping, rolling, climbing, equipment, ladders, space.
balancing
 

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

Stimulation of the five senses  Music making, places where shouting 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 Experiencing the seasons through access to the outdoor 
natural and built environment environment; opportunities to take part in building,    
 demolishing, or transforming the environment.

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.

Adapted from Best Play, 2000 
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Resources

It’s not just the space itself, it’s the resources 
that populate that space – either naturally 
occurring ones like sand on the beach, trees 
in the park, or the ones you populate it with 
like loose parts, big hoops, water hose etc.

Many objects can be used by young people 
as props for their play. The object has a whole 
range of potential play functions for the young 
person. These objects are called loose parts. 
The theory is that the more of these multi-use 
objects you have in your play space, the more 
fun the children and young people will have! 

The ‘less is more’ theory – the less an object 
dictates the nature of the play, the more 
variety in how it’s used as a prop for play. 

For example - the classic cardboard box. For 
adults a cardboard box is just for carrying 
stuff home from the shops, but for a young 
person it’s a spaceship, a car, part of a floor 
maze … The list is only limited by the young 
person’s play imagination.

To make play happen, you need to think 
about PLAY, you need to think about the 
PEOPLE that support that play, and you need 
to think about the PLACE in which the play 
takes place.
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Pillar 3

Play 

Let’s get back to the play again – the central 
pillar that makes play work for young people. 
Remember – the play with the highest play 
value is where the young person controls 
the content and the intent of the play. 
In other words, where the young person 
determines when, what, where and why. 
Adults need to be very clear about how they 
get involved in the play, to get the balance 
right between helping to make it happen, but 
not taking it over. Play belongs to the young 
person, not the adult!

Value of play

As adults we recognise the value of play. 
Research demonstrates the impact play has 
on the holistic development of young people. 
If we think about the areas of development – 
play plays its part!

Social – Play gives young people the chance 
to develop their social skills, to practice 
communicating, to pick up and act on 
cues from the people around them, build 
friendships with people they have something 
in common with.

Physical – Play gives young people the 
opportunity to develop physical skills, to get 
exercise, to get fit, to practice balance.

Intellectual – Play gives young people the 
chance to try things out, to check how things 
work, to solve problems.

Creative – Play gives young people a chance 
to use their imagination, to pretend to be 
different things and different people.

Cultural – Play gives young people a chance 
to find out about identity, to recognise and 
celebrate difference, to belong.

Emotional – Play gives young people a 
chance to experience and better understand 
emotions, to practice self-regulation, to 
feel good about themselves, to understand 
empathy.

But of course – that’s not why young people 
play! 

Young people
play because they 
want to! 

Young people play 
because that’s what 
young people do! 

Young people play 
because it’s fun! 

In other words – whilst development is an 
outcome of play, it is not an intention. At least 
certainly not for young people. If you focus on 
play, then development will take care of itself. 

This is true, with two conditions:
Young people’s play should be young 
person led. Play that comes from the young 
people, that is shaped by the young people, 
is the best play of all, and so, is the goal of 
those hoping to help to make play work for 
young people.

Young people experience a good range 
of play. Playing football all day, every day 
will certainly be fun, although it might get a 
bit boring. It will help some of your physical, 
communication and social skills, and may 
also enable you to experience a number of 
emotions. Unless you experience a wide 
range of play, not all your developmental 
needs will be met, because all your play 
needs will not be met. And … it won’t be as 
much fun!

Two frameworks that can be used to help 
check the variety of play the young people in 
your setting have access to are the PLAYwell 
plate and the Playwork Curriculum.



This is a similar idea to the well-known Eatwell plate that sets out portions of 
carbohydrates, vegetables, proteins, dairy etc. necessary to achieve a healthy diet. 
The PLAYwell plate sets out a healthy diet too – a diet of play. 

It is based on Bob Hughes’s 16 play types, and is a lens to observe the play that is 
on offer to children and young people to ensure that a good range is available.
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McCartney, 2021

Play
Physical

Play
With

Play
Out

Play
Pretend

Play
Learn

Play
Feel

1. The PLAYwell plate



Portion of play Explanation 

Play Physical Play that involves key element of physical movement and physical contact:
 • Running around games
 • Rough and tumble games.

Play With Where the young person engages with something in order to play:
 • With people – circle wink 
 • With language – charades and one-word stories
 • With objects – loose parts.

Play Out Not so much outside, but playing out experiences and observations:
 • Characters and roles from TV or their family
 • Playing out how they feel about something they have seen 
  – Covid-19 play.

Play Pretend Using imagination to give the play a story with props:
 • Playing superhero
 • Pretending that a place is the moon, underwater
 • Dressing up play.

Play Learn Play that helps young people to better understand the world:
 • Experiments
 • Digging and planting and building
 • Arts and crafts.

Play Feel Play that particularly gives children and young people a chance to   
 experience feelings:
 • Risky play climbing trees
 • Chilling out play.

When you eat dinner, you don’t just eat the veg on its own – you pile your fork with a bit of 
everything. Play is the same. When young people climb a tree, they don’t just practice physical 
agility and strength (play physical), they are part of the ‘tree climbing gang’ (play with); are 
problem solving (play learn); and they feel good – if they make it and don’t fall (play feel)!
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Youth work has its own curriculum based on an agreed assessment of need and delivered in 
accordance with the core principles mentioned earlier. This triggers a menu of experiences and 
concepts that young people will benefit from engaging with in youth work settings. When we 
think of curriculum, we think of structure. This meets some resistance from youth workers and 
playworkers alike. Core to both is the principle of choice. Young people choose to engage with 
youth work, as they do with play. Both place the young person at the centre of all that they do. 
In playwork, by curriculum we mean a list of things that it would be good for the young people to 
have access to as part of their play. They meet the play needs of the young people. They fall into 
four categories: Elements (Fire, Water, Air, Earth); Identity; Concepts; and the Senses.

In their play, young people need opportunities to experience all four elements. They need the 
opportunity to play with fire, water, air and earth. Young people need to play with their identity, 
i.e. who they are and what they look like, and what makes them tick. Young people need to 
make sense of a world in which much of what exists is abstract. Young people need to be able 
to explore the world of concepts. This doesn’t mean that the concepts have to exist in reality. 
The environment for young people’s play should stimulate the senses. Music and sounds, tastes, 
smells, colours, and different textures should all be available. Along with these four categories 
other elements of the young person’s play environment will provide access to a varied landscape, 
materials, and opportunities for construction and change. The environment should provide focus, 
choices and alternatives, and access to tools, loose parts, challenge and risk.
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2. The Playwork Curriculum



Curriculum What the play might look like
area 

Fire BBQs, enamelling, cooking, kiln, candle making, fire-pit/bin, burning rubbish...

Water Polythene slide, fights, hose, filling bins/pool, watering plants/veg, water bombs,   
 swimming, sailing boats, tie & dye, making/diverting streams, pools and waterfalls,   
 trips to rivers/beach, using pipes/guttering etc. to create waterways...

Air Windsocks, paper planes, kites, balloons, helicopter/dandelion seeds, frisbees, flags,   
 banners, windmills, zipline, weather vane, windchimes, pumping tyres/balls, jumping   
 off high places, earth balls...

Earth Clay, gardening, pot-planting, growing veg/plants, digging holes, sandpit, mud pies,   
 mud fights, bug hunting, ant farm, making tunnels...

Identity Face painting, make-up, hairstyling, dressing up, making outfits, masks, taking photos,  
 making video/film, marking cultural festivals, role-play, mirrors, montages, using skin   
 tone paints/fabrics...

Concepts Conversations on war, birth, death, democracy, justice, peace, crime, punishment,  
 culture, time, space, marriage, religion. Creative play or role-play on any of these using  
 loose parts/props etc. Animals – alive and dead...

Senses Music – all types. Blindfold/trust games. Herbs, spices, flowers. Different textures   
 and surfaces, rubbings. Communication game. Interesting and aesthetic sights and
 sounds and shapes. Perfumes/smells. Making colours, collage. Food-tasting, cooking.  
 Varieties of natural textures and colours. Types of lighting, darkness...

Varied Structures and structure building, different heights/levels, hills, mounds, trees, 
landscape platforms, bridges, pits, swings, garden, aerial runway, ditches, tunnels, quieter areas,  
 places to sit, to hide… open and natural spaces…

Materials Sports equipment, kiln, TV, computers, oven, BBQ, video, games consoles, pots/pans,  
 tools, soft toys, parachute, inflatables, props galore…

Building Den-making, sand play, structure-building, camps, fence-making, designing areas,  
 model-making, taking electrical equipment/bikes apart, go-kart/trolley building, float-  
 building for carnival…

Change Designing of areas/structures, redecorating, murals, pavement art, pond-digging,   
 stream re-routing, digging tunnels…

Themes Theme teams/days, BBQ/campfire, inflatables, special events/open days, visiting 
or focus  specialists (arts, dance, circus skills …). New and wacky or unusual resources (e.g.   
 coloured lights, luminous paint, unicycles, didgeridoo)…

Choices Suggestion box/board, consultations, conversations … wide range of possible options  
 with free access by all…

Alternatives Trips off-site, residentials, dance classes, sleepovers, sleep-outs, outdoor pursuits…

Loose parts Hammers, screwdrivers, saws, nails/screws, drills, chisels, craft knives, cutters,   
 staplers, forks/spades, pliers, hoe/rake, shovels, crowbar, axe, brushes, needles, nuts/ 
 bolts, clips/pegs, sieves, measures, spirit level…

Risk Zipline, rope-swing, fire, sharp tools, high structures, climbing, balancing, biking,   
 wrestling, jumping…

Adapted from www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/working-early-years-out-school/
languageofplayworkcurriculum.pdf

19

http://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/working-early-years-out-school/languageofplayworkcurriculum.pdf
http://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/working-early-years-out-school/languageofplayworkcurriculum.pdf


The focus, of course, is DIY play; play that is 
led by, and determined by, the young people 
themselves. Playing in the moment is a key 
characteristic of this play where adults ‘go 
with the (play) flow’. However, this does not 
mean that you don’t plan for play. In order to 
get resources; to fill the play gaps; to ensure 
things are in place for play; and to meet the 
other needs that young people have, as well 
as their play needs – you need to plan. You 
just need to make sure that planning supports 
young person led play (and involves them in 
that planning).

The Play Plan template in Section 2 will 
help guide you through that process. These 
templates have been approved for use in the 
youth work sector.

Health and Safety is an important 
consideration in any activity. As a society 
we have tended to lose the health focus, in 
favour of a safety focus. Every activity we 
engage in has a risk element. Think back to 
your play that you identified at the beginning 
of the pack. There were elements of risk in 
that. In fact, it was sometimes the risk that 
made it fun, or invigorating, or gave us the 
buzz. So, whilst we want to manage the risk, 
it needs to remain part of the play. 

Through play, young people learn about risk 
and decision making. This is an essential 
element of confidence and competence 
building, necessary for personal development, 
flexibility and survival, particularly coming in 
to adolescence. Throughout their lives, young 
people will be confronted with hazardous 
situations and it is during their play that young 
people choose to encounter risk, learn to 
assess it and develop skills to manage it. 
Through trial and error, they discover their 
limitations and realise their potential for 
undertaking challenge. Young people are 
inquisitive and curious, with an innate and 
compelling drive to explore the unknown, and 
to experiment and to test themselves.

To help plan for this in a youth setting, a 
risk-benefit assessment proforma is attached 
in Section 2. It gives you an opportunity to 
think about the risk both before and during 
the play, and balance it against the benefit 
that the play activity affords the young 
people, enabling you to manage the risk more 
effectively. 

Again, this proforma has been approved 
for use in youth settings. However, this is 
only part of our role in supporting the young 
people to manage their risk. Youth workers 
continually manage risk as the programme 
that they facilitate with young people unfolds. 

Youth workers make judgements all the time, 
deciding when to intervene. Playworkers 
supporting play do the same. As the young 
people play, playworkers engage in dynamic 
risk/benefit assessment, making judgements 
on when the play behaviour presents too 
great a risk, and make interventions to 
support or reduce the risk, being careful to 
support autonomy and independence in the 
play where possible.

“I’ve let kids do more child-led 
play, so I’d let them go into the 
cupboard and pick whatever they 
want to play with instead of me 
picking stuff out for them.”
Youth worker
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Planning for play

Risk in play



Section 2
Resources

for play
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Section 2 provides a number of practical 
resources that can be used by youth 
workers as they seek to introduce more 
play opportunities within their settings. The 
section builds on the understanding of play 
and playwork developed within Section 1 of 
the resource – it is therefore recommended 
that you read Section 1 before using the 
approaches outlined, allowing you to gain the 
maximum benefit.

This section includes:

Part A – The Play Plan – includes the 
proformas that have been approved by the 
Education Authority to use when planning and 
facilitating play in a Northern Ireland youth 
setting, along with resources to help you plan. 
These include:

1. Playwork Principles – the guide for adults 
who make play happen.

2. Play Types – on which the PLAYwell Plate 
is based.

3. Play Audit – to assess the current play 
space and range of play on offer. 

4. Play Plan proforma – to record play 
planning.

5. Risk-Benefit Assessment template – for 
carrying out the risk-benefit assessment of 
the play space, and the anticipated play.

6. Evaluation proforma – to reflect on the 
play and on the dynamic risk-benefit 
assessment needed to carry out during the 
play.

Part B – Play ideas – ideas for play for you, 
and the young people in the youth setting.
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Part A – The Play Plan 

Developed by the Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group in 2005, the Playwork Principles offer a 
professional and ethical framework for practice and describe what is unique about play and 
playwork. They provide the playwork perspective for working with children and young people and 
are based on the recognition that children and young people’s capacity for positive development 
will be enhanced if given access to the broadest range of environments and play opportunities.
The eight Principles set out the key components of the value of play and the role of the playworker.
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Playwork Principles

The Playwork Principles were developed by the Playwork Principles Scrutiny Group, Cardiff 2005.

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.

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, by following their own instincts, ideas and 
interests, in their own way for their own reasons.

1

2

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.

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

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

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

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.

3

4

5

6

8

7



Whilst play takes many forms, Bob Hughes (2002) identified and outlined 16 play types. Whilst the 
play types are not definitive nor set in stone, they can help playworkers to categorise the different 
types of play that children engage in as they develop physically, mentally and emotionally.
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Play Types

16 Play Types 

Play Type Information from Hughes, B. (2002) A Playworker’s Taxonomy of Play Types, 2nd edition, London: 
PlayLink.

Infographic created by www.encourageplay.com, 

Using objects, or 

actions to represent 

other objects, 

actions, or ideas, e.g. 

using a cardboard 

tube like a telescope.

Symbolic Play Rough and 

Tumble Play

Discovering 

physical flexibility, 

generally friendly 

and positive.

Socio-Dramatic 

Play

When children act 

out experiences, 

e.g. playing house

Social Play
Any social  situation 

where it's expected 

that everyone will 

follow the set rules - 

like during a game

Creative Play
Allows children to 

explore, try out new 

ideas and use their 

imagination.

Communication 

Play

Play using words, 

gestures e.g. charades, 

telling jokes, play 

acting, etc.

Dramatic Play
Play where 

children figure out 

roles to play, 

assign them and 

then act them out.

Locomotor Play

Movement for 

movement’s sake, 

just because it’s fun. 

Things like chase, 

tag, hide and seek 

and tree climbing

Deep Play 

Play which allows the 

child to encounter 

risky experiences 

and conquer fear like 

heights, snakes, and 

creepy crawlies

Exploratory Play

using senses of smell, 

touch and even taste 

to explore and 

discover the texture 

and function of things 

around them

Fantasy Play

child’s imagination 

gets to run wild and 

they get to play out 

things that are that 

are unlikely to occur, 

like being a pilot or 

driving a car. 

Imaginative Play
play where the 

conventional rules, 

which govern the 

physical world, do not 

apply, like imagining 

you are a bee, or 

pretending you have 

wings. 

Mastery Play

control of the 

physical and 

affective ingredients 

of the environments, 

like digging holes or 

constructing 

shelters.

Object Play
play which uses

sequences of hand-eye 

manipulations and 

movements, like using a 

paintbrush.

Role Play

play exploring ways 

of being, although 

not normally of an 

intense nature, like 

brushing with a 

broom, dialing with a 

telephone..

Recapitulative 

Play

play that allows the 

child to explore 

ancestry, history, 

rituals, stories, 

rhymes, fire and 

darkness.
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The play with the highest play value is led by the young people themselves. They are the Director 
– you are the Assistant! However, it is still important to plan for play. This proforma will give you a 
framework to do that.

What goes in to the plan?
1. Young people – You need to think about the young people that are likely to be involved in the 

play: their age; how many; their gender; their particular needs; and what their play needs and 
preferences are. You can gather this from your observations of them at play, asking them, and 
assessing what play has been available – and what play has been missing. Use the PLAYwell 
Plate to do this.

 

2. Resources – You need to think about what space you have access to; what staff you have 
available; what resources and play props you have; and the time that you have with the young 
people.

3. Other factors – Other factors that you may need to pay attention to include: the weather; 
clothing; the play experience of the young people; the expectation of others, (e.g. parents, 
funders and others who share the premises); and health and safety.
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Play Plan proforma

McCartney, 2021

Play
Physical

Play
With

Play
Out

Play
Pretend

Play
Learn

Play
Feel
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Risk-Benefit Assessment template

Description of the space and resources:

Anticipated play:

Benefits:

Risks:

Context/Other factors: 

Actions:

Decision:
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Remind yourself of what it was that you wanted to achieve - did you achieve it? Tell us how:

What did the young person get out of the play sessions (include comments from the young 
person)?

What play took place during and in between the play sessions? 

What challenges did you face and what strategies did you use to deal with them? 

As a practitioner, what are you taking away from these play sessions?

List three recommendations for your youth setting in order to increase the play value offer:

Evaluation proforma 
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1. The elements

Water

Water wall – If you have the space, then a 
way to use water as an element for play within 
the setting could be to introduce a water wall, 
either fixed or freestanding. Using either a 
wall, a pallet or wire mesh on a wooden frame 
(this can then be used from both sides) and a 
selection of pipes, drainpipes, funnels, noodles, 
old hose pipes, plastic bottles, buckets and 
washing up bowls can create a fun and inviting 
space for young people to play. It may be worth 
approaching local plumbers as many are happy 
to donate plumbing and drainpipe parts.

Paper boat races – Find a simple origami 
boat template online for the young people to 
copy. Then using a puddle, pond or pool, or 
a local river if you have one, see whose can 
float the longest or go the farthest. Wellies may 
be needed, and poohsticks of course (finding 
sticks and dropping them into a stream and 
watching them race!). 

Ice cube racing – Fill ice cube trays with water 
and add different food colouring to each block. 
Create a slope, depending on how warm it is, it 
may not need to be that high. Cardboard rested 
on benches, books or boxes are quick and 
simple ways to make a slope. Allow the young 
people to choose their colour block, place the 
block at the top of the slope and see whose 
reaches the bottom first. This could also be 
used as an alternative for painting, using the 
coloured ice cubes to paint with.

Ice block towers – The young people can freely 
play with the ice cube blocks, building towers 
either individually or together. It could be made 
into a competition – each young person has 
the same number of blocks with the challenge 

to see who can build the tallest tower before 
it falls, or who can build a tower the quickest 
before the ice melts. Most important of all is the 
magic of disappearing ice.

Flick painting – Supply a selection of paints 
and a large piece of paper and place on the 
ground or on an outside wall and allow the 
young people to flick paint at the wall. 

Air

Paper aeroplanes – You can’t go wrong with 
a paper plane race or paper plane challenges. 
How can young people adapt planes, do they 
know how they work using drag and thrust? 
You can get some simple templates from the 
internet. Play paper plane golf using big hoops 
as the green. How many throws to land on the 
green?

Balloon volleyball – Can be done in teams 
within their individual groups. Chalk out a 
court or use electrical or masking tape and use 
cardboard boxes to build a mini net. Remember 
to recycle any boxes used at the end of the 
session. Use rolled up newspapers as batons to 
hit the balloons, with each young person having 
their own. Before long the young people will 
be playing their version of quidditch from Harry 
Potter – better keep a gold balloon handy! 

Keepy uppies – The young people have to try 
to keep the balloon in the air at all times. Throw 
the balloons away at the end of the games or 
better still – first to burst!

Kites – Provide a variety of resources such as 
different plastic bags, skewers, tape, paper 
and string, and challenge the young people 
to make a kite. Best done in their groups so 
having enough for each group of young people 
is essential.

Part B – Play ideas 

Within the youth setting we can begin to think about how to facilitate quality play – play that both 
reflects the playwork curriculum and sits comfortably alongside the youth work curriculum. Here are 
some ideas of activities and guidance from colleagues in Wales (Clybiau Plant Cymru Kids’ Clubs, 2020) 
to support the young people’s play. By providing the space, some resources, and perhaps a few ideas 
young people can engage in a wide range of play that reflects the whole of the playwork curriculum.  

The Playwork Curriculum



Earth

Being outside and getting dirty is a natural 
part of young personhood and supports 
sociological, psychological and biological 
development. And it’s great messy play!

Nature art – Use natural resources that you 
can find outside such as grass, pinecones, 
sticks, leaves etc. and create a picture with 
what you find. You can even make some 
wooden frames.

Rubbings – Using crayons and paper, what 
can you find outside to make a rubbing of? If 
you put the rubbings into poly pockets, which 
are wipeable, you could also challenge young 
people to match up the rubbings – a rubbings 
treasure hunt!

Tree boggarts – Using a ball of clay, get 
young people to throw it as hard as they can 
onto a tree trunk so it sticks (what’s their 
aim like?). Now, using natural loose parts 
they can make a face for the boggart or ‘tree 
spirit’. Can they think of a story to go with the 
boggart, are they good or evil, happy or sad? 
How did they end up in the tree? This is a 
great way to begin to chat about feelings.

Gardening – If you have the space to plant 
pots, even on windowsills, gardening and 
enabling young people to see things grow is 
a great experience and helps them explore 
concepts like origin and change. And, of 
course, best done outdoors!

Scavenger/nature hunt – Provide young 
people with a list of items that they can find in 
the outdoors and challenge them to find them 
as quickly as they can. You could even make 
laminate sheets that can be cleaned and 
reused, or make it more difficult and provide 
close-up pictures of things they need to find. 

Bug hunting – Provide young people with 
a plastic tub, what bugs can they find 
outdoors? Once finished, put the bugs back 
and return containers to the cleaning station 
ready for a wipe down.

Chalk drawings – Chalks are a resource 
that are cheap enough to provide per group 
of young people. As well as chalk drawings, 
you can also play games on the hard surface 
outside your youth work setting such as 
noughts and crosses, battleships, or even 
get young people to create a physical chalk 
challenge, such as wiggly lines to balance, 
footsteps to hop or jump to etc. What can the 
young people come up with?
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Fire 

Fire can be magical. It’s hypnotic, it’s 
constantly changing, it’s risky, and it’s warm. 
Providing young people with access to fire, 
with adult support, helps to increase their 
knowledge and experiences of fire whilst 
encouraging safety. Preparation is key, 
making sure that you have a fire bucket or 
bucket of water at the ready for larger fires is 
essential, and having clear fire pit rules with 
young people will encourage responsibility 
and respect for this amazing element. It’s 
a great example of the balance we need to 
get in youth settings between the benefits 
of the play, and the risks. Good risk/benefit 
assessment is essential, along with dynamic 
risk/benefit assessment throughout.

Tealight cooking – The easiest way to 
introduce fire into a setting is to start out by 
using tealights. This allows you to see how 
young people will react, having discussions 
around fire and any rules that need to be 
in place. They are a simple way to toast 

marshmallows on sticks. Simply hold them 
over the flame and use chocolate biscuits to 
squish the marshmallow and make s’mores. 
Why are they called s’mores? Because you 
always want some more!

Melting candles – Give the young people a 
bowl of water each and a candle. Light the 
candle (if you think the young people can light 
it themselves allow them to with supervision 
and support). Let the young people make 
patterns in the water by allowing the melted 
wax to drip into the water. The young people 
can also take the cooled wax from the 
water, manipulate the wax and play with the 
textures. 

Foil food – Let each young person create 
his or her own foil food. Spray a sheet 
of foil with oil spray (make sure to use a 
monounsaturated or polyunsaturated spray oil 
such as olive oil to ensure you are promoting 
healthy eating). Place several diced apples 
inside and add some oats. Fold it closed and 
roast for 20 to 30 minutes. Yummy!
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2. Identity

Being a young person is a time to discover 
who you are and how you are unique or similar 
to those around you. It is an important part of 
adolescence, and play can help to prepare for 
this. Providing a range of dressing up clothes 
including everyday clothes and accessories of all 
sorts and sizes really supports young people’s 
understanding of themselves and who they are, 
and it’s great fun!

Dressing up clothes – Great for having fun, role-
play and dramatic play. Ensure that dressing-up 
clothes are washed regularly as part of the Club 
routine – have a laundry basket with a lid on it 
where the young people can place the clothes 
after use.

Mirrors – Providing mirrors as a resource allows 
young people to be able to see themselves, 
pull faces and explore emotions. Can they draw 
themselves? Can they draw different emotions? 

Cameras – Young people love to use technology 
as part of their play and cameras are great 
for getting young people to take pictures of 
themselves and others. Can they add funny 
captions to pictures? Can young people pose 
for photos in funny ways or do a freeze frame 
of a scene where they have to guess what was 
happening? Can they use LEGO figures or similar, 
to make animations? 

Stage – Get a couple of pallets and make a stage 
for fashion shows, karaoke, I’m a Celebrity ... and 
that’s just the staff! 

3. The senses

Play should be stimulating and should therefore 
stimulate all of the senses. Including a range of 
resources that have different textures, smells, 
colours and sounds will encourage young people 
to explore and experiment within the play setting.

Individual playdough – Playdough is a great 
sensory resource. You can add fragrance using 
natural oils, use different colours or bits of 
lavender or similar to change the texture. If you 
are a chocolate fan then a favourite is cocoa 
playdough. A youth worker can make up a batch 
and then separate them into individual bags and 
put the young people’s name on it. Young people 
could decorate their own bags or name tags in 
preparation. Within the groups the young people 
could create the playdough mix themselves and if 
the microwave can be brought into the playroom 
it can be cooked with the young people there, 
allowing them to be a part of the process.  

Music – Play a range of music that reflects the 
diversity of music in all its forms. Have it playing 
in the background quietly or turn the volume up 
and have a singalong shouting at the top of your 
lungs, and sometimes have no music playing 
at all. What about a game of follow the leader, 
musical statues, or musical bumps? You can’t 
beat a good drumming workshop with tins, boxes 
and wooden spoons.

Repeat after me songs – Group songs where 
you have to mimic the leader and copy the 
actions can be a lot of fun and young people 
really enjoy them. “Have you ever had a penguin 
come to tea, take a look at me and a penguin you 
will see ... penguins attention, penguins salute. 
Left leg, right leg, left flipper, right flipper, stick out 
your bum.”

Sensory jars – Make sure that the jars or 
pots that you use have lids that are extremely 
secure. Fill half of the bottle with water and food 
colouring. Then add glitter or sequins, water 
beads, plastic beads, LEGO or anything that will 
fit in the bottle that will ‘swim’. Top the rest of the 
bottle up with glycerine (preferable) or you could 
try baby oil. Your sensory jars are now ready. 

Zip-lock bags – Fill plastic zip-lock bags with 
malleable materials such as gloop or shaving 
foam with some coloured paints, leaves, glitter, 
plastic letters etc. and let the young people play 
with the materials in the bag.
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4. Loose parts 

A key feature of play for young people is engaging with a variety of free and found resources 
called loose parts. They are called loose parts because their play purpose is ‘loose’, that is, it 
depends on the imagination of the young person. 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.

Examples:
• Natural resources: straw, mud, pine cones, logs, seashells, feathers
• Building materials and tools: planks, nails, hammers, pallets
• Big scrap materials: old tyres, off cuts of material, old guttering, crates
• House scrap materials: clothes, paper, cartons, sheets.

Play is primarily about giving young people the time, the space and the permission to play. Part 
of making this happen is helping to create the right environment and populating that environment 
with resources to support their play. This makes it more likely that the best play of all – the play 
that is directed by the young person themselves – will be what happens. Populate a space with 
lots of loose parts and the young people will start to play! Have a pile of LEGO on a table, and it 
won’t be long until all sorts of things are being built! And as for the cardboard box …!



Sometimes, as a worker you may need to kick start the play, stimulate the play or model the play. 
It’s one of the ways that you give the young people the ‘permission’ to play and send the clear 
message that it’s ok to play! What follows is a list of more structured ideas that can be used to 
stimulate the play. They are not designed to replace young person led play, but could help to 
stimulate it in the youth setting. Of course, the best activities of all are the ones that the young 
people can then lead themselves. 

Plant the play seed for the young people – and watch it grow!

Here are some suggestions for play activities in a youth setting from Play Matters: Hanging out - 
older children at play: 

•  Go on a walk, night-time hike or mountain biking.
•  Have a movie night, choose a movie together and add some popcorn.
•  Play a game of chess, dominoes, jacks or card games.
•  Try a board game. 
•  How about a dance mat or playing a Wii game?
•  Ping pong, air hockey, tennis, darts, pool or snooker.
•  Have a pamper night with facemasks, foot soaks and hand massages.
•  Go outside – play some football, frisbee, dodgeball, piggy in the middle or stick in the mud. 
•  Share some of your old traditional games – kerbsie, two-ball, german jumps, kick-the-can, 

skipping …
•  Have a picnic, cook a meal together, plan a BBQ, sleep outside.
•  Reflect back on your own teenage years from time to time. Remember your experiences and 

allow young people the playful opportunities that you had.

Young people love to challenge their minds as well, so put up some riddles on the wall and let 
them try and work them out. You will find lots of riddles online. Here’s a starter for ten:

Q. What has to be broken before you can use it? 
A.  An egg.

Q. What can you catch but not throw? 
A.  A cold.

Q. What begins with T, finishes with T, and has T in it? 
A.  A teapot.

Q. If a brother, his sister, and their dog weren’t under an umbrella, why didn’t they get wet? 
A. It wasn’t raining.

Q. What goes up but never comes back down?  
A.  Your age.

Q. What travels around the world but stays in one spot? 
A.  A stamp. 

Now let’s look at some games. The great thing about games is you can take the lead in them, then 
the people can adapt them and lead them themselves! There is nothing like a spontaneous game 
of tig! 
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Game How to play

Can’t laugh  • One young person sits and is not allowed to speak, the other young person
challenge   will try to make them laugh. They can use silly comments, faces, noises or  
  anything they can think of without touching the other person. When they
   succeed, they swap roles. This is a great game for confidence and team   
  building.

I wanna tell  • Have a range of props and number them. 
you a story... • Young people sit in a circle, call a number and are presented with the   
  corresponding prop e.g. a whistle. 
 • The first young person may say: “I was playing football yesterday”. Once all  
  of the props are out put them back in the bag and see if the young people   
  can remember the order.
 • Simple variations of this story include: “For my birthday I got …” and listing  
  birthday presents; “I went to the shop and bought …”; “I went to Dragon   
  Alley and I saw …”.

The lining  • Ask the young people to stand in a line. Have a practice first by asking two
up game  young people to swap, then get them all to do it. 
 • Without help, the young people must line up quickly in a particular order, for  
  example height, age, number of pets, siblings etc.

Wink Murder • Young people stand in a circle.
 • One person is chosen to be a detective. They go out of earshot. Whilst they  
  cannot hear, a ‘murderer’ is chosen who demonstrates their wink (or blink,   
  if they can’t wink) to the group. The detective comes back in and as they do  
  so, the murderer begins to subtly wink at different young people in turn. Any  
  young person who is winked at must then die, by falling forward whilst
  uttering whatever dying noise they fancy. The detective attempts to guess   
  who the murderer is. 
 • The detective has three goes to guess the murderer whilst the murders are   
  ongoing.
 • Note: When the detective comes back in, they resume their original position.  
  Make it more difficult for them by choosing a young person near the detective  
  to be the murderer, or make it easier by choosing someone opposite the   
  detective to be the murderer.
 • Young people get three guesses before being swapped for someone else.

My name is...  • This activity is suitable for all ages.
 • Young people stand in a circle, one by one they say their name and    
  something they are good at. They could also add an action for what they   
  are good at. Young people repeat, for example, “This is Bernadette and she  
  likes to dance”, accompanied by the action.
 • Adult will then call out a young person’s name and the group have to do the  
  action to represent what they liked. 

Word tennis • In pairs, the young people play tennis with words, with one young person ‘A’  
  and the other ‘B’.
 • Leader identifies a category – like sports, fruits, drinks etc.
 • Starting with ‘A’ each pair has to say something belonging to that category.
 • Too big a pause, or repetition means you are out!



Game How to play

Babble  • In pairs, using nonsense words young people take it in turns to have a quarrel,  
  tell a funny story, propose, try to borrow money, demonstrate a new gadget  
  etc. This is great fun and supports nonverbal cues and teamwork. 
 • Added challenge – guess what your partner is trying to tell you.

Bout ye? • Play music, with young people to move around the room. 
 • When the music stops young people greet the person closest to them, then  
  they must ask each other a question, for example: What is your favourite   
  colour? What is your favourite food? Do you have any pets? Do you have any  
  siblings? What do you like to play? If you could be an animal what would you  
  be? How old are you? 
 • Silly questions count, for example, would you rather… Be a kangaroo or   
  a goat? Be able to change the weather or talk to animals? Play indoors or  
  outdoors? Have an extra finger or an extra toe? Have a magic carpet or a   
  robot? Jump into a pool of chocolate or ice cream?
 • If young people are struggling to come up with questions an adult can call   
  them out when the music stops. This is a great way for young people to get to  
  know each other. 

And then  • Young people sit in pairs facing each other. One young person goes first by
story...  simply starting a story e.g. “One day a king went into the castle.” The next
  young person then starts their sentence, “And then” to carry on the story.   
  Keep going like this, one sentence at a time with the next young person
  carrying it on.
 • Ask the young people to stand up and repeat their story at the end with a   
  prize for young people who remember it all. 
 • This can be extended by:
  -  giving young people a number of characters that they must include in their  
   narrative, or
  -  props – e.g. rubber duck, rabbit’s tooth, slinky …

Spot the • Young people stand in a circle, adult enters wearing a number of props. Young 
difference   people are told to look closely at the adult as they will soon go out to change  
  something and you must identify what it is. 
 • Start off easy by removing something obvious, then gradually move to   
  something more difficult by adding something minor or changing the colour of  
  something small. 

Human • Young people each get a letter and have 30 seconds to make the longest and 
scrabble   shortest words that they can. 
 • This activity could be made more competitive by splitting the young people  
  into two groups where they can compete against each other. 
 • Game can be extended by changing random letters, or asking young people  
  to form a word that fits into a certain category e.g. animal, drink, body parts.
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Game How to play 

Swamp • Each young person has two hula hoops, they must move within the hoops   
  in order to get across the swamp. They place one in front of the other and   
  constantly move them to get to the ‘safe zone’. 
 • This can be made more difficult by adding obstacles which force the young  
  people to jump in order to get from hoop to hoop or become creative to move  
  around the barriers. 
 • Still too easy? Add a cone at the end that young people have to throw their  
  hoop around before they finish.
 • This game is great fun, excellent for developing young people’s gross motor  
  skills and problem solving when they approach obstacles. 

Dice race • Use coloured rubber floor spots or coloured pieces of paper. You will need a
  maximum of 10 spots of each colour, and a maximum of six colours. Line   
  them up like so:

 X
 
 X
 
 X

 • Young people (X) will be given one colour to stand at. Another young person  
  will have a large dice which will have a different colour on each of the faces.  
  The young person will throw the dice and if it lands on a colour then that   
  young person can move onto the next spot. 
 • For added difficulty young people can move up and down each circle – this  
  way they will finish where they started. 
 • The aim of the game is to finish first, this is an excellent game for self-  
  regulation and patience - it really puts them on the spot!

Captain’s The young people are all sailors on the boat. There are different commands that
Coming you demonstrate and actions they will do when they hear one:
 • Captain’s coming – stand on the spot and salute
 • Row the boat – sit down and row
 • Scrub the deck – down on your knees and scrub
 • Swim to shore – swim! 
 • Into the hammock – lie down
 • The plank – walk slowly in a straight line
 • Cannonballs – young people run around and lift the balls placing them in a   
  parachute and moving them up and down
 • Man overboard – splashing around in the ‘water’
 • Can the young people think of anymore to add, e.g. shark attack, fishing,   
  sun’s out etc?
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Game How to play 

Go for a drive The young people will act as cars and the adult will call out junctions, traffic   
 lights, including:
 • Green – Go! Jog around
 • Amber – Walk on the spot
 • Red – Stop
 • Car park – Lie down
 • Motorway – Run really fast
 • Beep the horn – Beep beep!
 • Roundabout – Walk in a circle
 • Can the young people add anymore, e.g. zebra crossing, speed bump etc?

Sausages  • Young people march in the space until the leader shouts “sausages and
and soldiers   soldiers”.
 • The leader will have two laminated cards behind their back, one of a sausage  
  and one of soldiers.
 • The young people must choose which one they want to be – soldiers must   
  stand to attention and sausages lie on the floor. 
 • Once all young people have taken their position, the leader shows the card on  
  their right hand and those who are wrong are out. 
 • This keeps going until down to the final player.

Football The game is played like normal rounders, only with a ball which is kicked and
rounders not handled by anyone. 
 • Split the young people into two equal teams. One team fields first for an   
  allotted time and the other team bats (kicks the ball).
 • Mark out four bases (using the football cones) in a square with a bowling area  
  (hoop) in the centre and a batting area (hoop) in the middle of one side.
 • The bowler kicks the ball gently towards the batting area and the batter kicks  
  it as far away as possible. Take three goes each.
 • They must try to run around the full square without the fielding team kicking  
  the ball against the post they are running towards. They are out if they don’t  
  reach a post before the ball hits it.
 • As the team takes turns to kick, the batting team on the posts must continue  
  their journey around the four cones.
 • If two people are on a base then the last person is out.
 • Points are scored for making it all the way round in one go (a rounder).
 • The team with the most rounders at the end is the winner.

Draw my • Begin by modelling to the young people, they must all face away from the
picture   screen and draw what you describe. Start of easy by doing stacked shapes,  
  then move on to more difficult things like people or items.
 • Could the young people in the pod nominate someone else to have a go at   
  giving the instructions?
 • This activity is excellent for developing young people’s communication and   
  listening skills. 
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Game How to play 

Tongue • Introduce a tongue twister and practice it as a group, then any brave young
twister fun   people can volunteer to say it three times in a row.
 • An added challenge may be to say the tongue twister in different emotions. 

 Examples include:
 • She sells seashells on the seashore.
 • Betty bought butter but the butter was bitter, so Betty bought better butter to  
  make the bitter butter better.
 • Toy boat. Toy boat. Toy boat.
 • A proper copper coffee pot.

Which  • Mark the area into small squares (large grid). Young people will work in pairs
square?  communicating verbally to each other. 
 • Place an item into one of the squares.
 • One of the young people must be blindfolded after seeing where the item was  
  placed. Then their partner must guide them using verbal instructions to said  
  item. They get three chances and are under strict time constraints. 
 • To make this activity more challenging add more squares and allow less time.

Three words • Divide the group into pairs (player A and B).
 • The leader calls out three words that are unrelated for example, tooth brush,  
  dog, onion.
 • Player A has one minute to tell Player B a story that somehow incorporates all  
  three of those words.
 • After the minute is up, call out three new words. Now Player B has one minute  
  to tell Player A story that incorporates those words.
 • You can extend this activity by getting the young people to come up with   
  words for their partner.

Look up and • A day with some clouds, a comfy place to lie, a piece of paper, something to 
use your   lean on and a pencil.
imagination • Find a comfy place to lie and look up to the sky (provide warnings about not  
  looking at the sun itself). Take time to really look at them. What shapes are  
  they? Are they fat, thin, long, short? Do the clouds overlap, or are they   
  separate? Do the shapes resemble anyone, anything or anywhere? A person,  
  an animal, a monster, a car, or a country? Have a go at drawing one of the   
  shapes and seeing what you can create.

Water painting • You will need a pot of water, a big paintbrush per young person, a section of  
  dry playground and a sunny day.
 • Young people use the water to paint pictures on the playground. They can
   experiment with different ways to use it to create different patterns,    
  landscapes etc.

Magical leaf  • You will need different kinds of leaves, paper, pencil, coloured pencils, 
creatures  watercolours etc.
 • Draw around a leaf and make it into a magical creature; several leaves in a   
  row might make a dragon, for instance, or one weird shaped leaf might make  
  a many legged creature. 
 • Extra detail can be added using pens, markers and pencils.
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Game How to play 

Make your • Young people to use two different colours of marker. First colour to make a 
own bingo  quick grid, the number of squares you include will depend on the ages and
cards  abilities of your young people. Young people write any numbers between one  
  and 30 into each box and use the other colour to score it off when the number  
  has been called out. 
 • Leader to call numbers out.
 • For older young people, the cards can be extended to include more numbers  
  or a wider range, e.g. one to 50.

Spirals and • Young people will need a paper plate each, and materials to decorate it.
snails • Give young people the freedom to decorate the plates in any way they wish,  
  although the brighter the better! Once completed, they need to cut them in a  
  spiral from the outside in. They can then be hung from a branch and taken   
  home as a celebration of that young person’s work.

All those • Players sit in a circle. Leader is in the centre, with no chair.
 • Leader calls out “All those with … change places”.
 • Players to whom this applies change places.
 • Leader tries to get a seat.
 • Players are not allowed to go back to their own chair.
 • Whoever is left without a chair – is on.

Alley ball • Players are divided into two teams who sit in rows of chairs opposite each   
  other.
 • Every second player in each team moves to the other side of the ‘alley’.
 • A goal keeper is selected for each team and they stand at each end of the   
  ‘alley’.
 • A ball is placed in the middle and players, only using the flat hand, try to hit  
  the ball down to score a goal. 
 • Goalie not allowed to move feet.
 • First to … wins!

Doing the • Players sit around in a circle. 
opposite • Those in the circle must do the opposite to what the leader does. So, when  
  the leader sits, all stand, arms down, arms up etc.
 • The secret is to do what the leader does, not what s/he says.

Leggoals • Players stand in a circle, feet fairly wide apart and touching the feet of players  
  on either side.
 • Players bend forward and protect their own ‘goal’ – the gap between their 
  legs with their fists.
 • They also try to hit the ball between someone else’s legs.

Keywords • This can be played in one place, or when out for a walk, as long as there are  
  places to hide.
 • The leader tells a story, and every time they mention the ‘keyword’ all the   
  players run and all the players run and hide. 
 • Leader shuts eyes and counts to 10. Calls out any player that s/he can see to  
  come back.
 • Then calls everyone back and continues with the story.
 • Can be played outdoors, indoors, in the dark, or on a walk.
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Game How to play 

Lurky/kick  • Draw a circle and put an empty can in the middle. This is base.
the can • Leader (keeper of the can) closes eyes and counts to 50 – everyone runs and  
  hides.
 • The keeper goes looking. When someone is seen, the keeper has to run back  
  to the circle and put their foot on the can and say “LURKY” (name) before the  
  person seen can get to the can. If that person makes it first then all ‘prisoners’  
  are free.
 • Other players can also creep up and kick the can away – and free the   
  prisoners – but if they are spied by the leader and the leader gets to the can  
  first – then they become a prisoner too!
 • Wherever the can lands is the new base.

Sardines • Hide and seek … in reverse!
 • One person goes off and hides.
 • After counting to 50 with their eyes closed – everyone goes looking for the   
  person.
 • When they find the person – they hide with them!
 • Last person to find them is the first to hide the next time.

Chocolate • Everyone sits in a circle.
game • In the middle, place a chair and on it put a plate, a bar of chocolate, a knife,  
  and a fork. On the back of the chair put a coat, a scarf, a hat and a pair of   
  gloves.
 • Get a big dice and pass it round the circle for players to roll.
 • If they roll a six they run into the middle, put on the coat, the hat, the scarf   
  and the gloves, pick up the knife and fork, and start to eat the chocolate (only  
  allowed one square at a time and are not allowed to touch the chocolate!).
 • Meanwhile, the other players continue to throw the dice, and when they get a  
  six they run into middle and put on the clothes etc. that the person there must  
  now take off.
 • Play until you run out of chocolate.

Five cups  • Three teams line up behind a chair that is placed at the corners of a big
game  pyramid.
 • In the middle is a chair with five cups on it.
 • Aim is to get three cups on your chair.
 • But only one person can run at a time and you can only carry one cup at a   
  time (you have to bring it back to your chair).
 • You can take a cup from anywhere!

Cardboard  • Get lots of cardboard boxes and lay them out on the floor touching but
maze  pointing in different directions.
 • Depending on which parts you leave open – create a floor maze.
 • Add some wool to simulate laser beams – better not touch them!

Water slides • Get a long piece of tarpaulin and lay it out on a grassy slope.
 • Squirt some washing up liquid on the surface.
 • Spray or throw water down the slope and slide!

43



PLAY is the thing! Remember you are the assistant, the 
encourager, the protector, the resource provider, the 
advocate … and only the player when you are invited to 
be by the young person, or it will add value to the play. 

Be the play champion your young people need:
• Support child-led PLAY.
• Provide PLACES that are packed with resources that can 

be used as props for play and support opportunities for a 
wide range of play.

• Build up your relationships with the young PEOPLE so that 
they feel comfortable doing what is the most important 
thing that they do...PLAY!
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http://www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/sites/default/files/file/working-early-years-out-school/languageofplayworkcurriculum.pdf
www.refworld.org/docid/51ef9bcc4.html
www.refworld.org/docid/51ef9bcc4.html
www.refworld.org/docid/51ef9bcc4.html
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Contact Us
PlayBoard NI
7 Crescent Gardens 
Belfast
BT7 1NS 
T: 028 9080 3380 
E: info@playboard.org 
www.playboard.org
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