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An Ethical Statement for Playworkers 

Study Day 6 December 2006

This Paper was prepared by one of our JNCTP Executive Members, Perry Else  following a JNCTP Study Day, which was held in December 2006 in partnership with London Centre for Playwork Education and Training.

It is a work in progress, and we hope will form the basis of further work, when a democratic Playworkers  Association is established.
JNCTP is committed to supporting the establishment of playwork as a recognised profession. Alongside the development of a framework of Playwork Qualifications with the Dip HE/Degree as the fully qualified benchmark, we also recognise the importance of developing an agreed Code of Ethics, which is endorsed and owned by Playworkers, through a Playworkers Association.
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Outline 

This document has three parts, a discussion on Definitions, the Context (where the background for this work is briefly laid out) and the Content of this Ethical Code (informed by a period of six months of discussion and comment in the field by those interested in playwork).

Definitions

The term ‘Ethics’ comes from the original Greek where it means ‘custom, character or manners.’ Other dictionary definitions state that it means ‘rules of conduct, a moral code, moral values, principles and standards.’ It is easy to see how it can mean different things to people. Any discussion of ethics needs to be carried out with a clear understanding of the language used. In this document, we are referring to what may be called ‘normative ethics,’ that is ethics that define a norm or standard.

Ethics refer to morality; the sense of what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong.’ To help understand how ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ may be defined in different contexts, ethics are classified into three main types:

· Virtue (or Personal) ethics – ethics that emphasise the virtues or moral character of the person making a decision (Aristotelian truth). “I do this as I believe it is the right (true) thing to do.”

· Principle (or Professional) ethics – ethics that emphasise the duties or rules by which an individual lives their life (deontology). “I do this because I believe it is my duty.”

· Utilitarian (Or Global) ethics – ethics that emphasise the consequences of actions for the wider community (consequentialism). “I do this because I believe it will result in a better world.”

For example, consider the parable of the Good Samaritan, where it is clear to a passer-by that someone in distress needs help:

· A virtuous ethicist would help the person for benevolent or compassionate reasons

· A principled ethicist would be acting in accordance with a moral rule such as "Do unto others as you would be done by" 

· A utilitarian will say that helping the person will maximise well-being in the community

In reality, it is difficult to determine the precise reasons why we subscribe to some ethical choices over others; each of us will have a unique set of values that are a mix of our own experiences, our cultural background and social upbringing. Consequently each ethical code will be a combination of the types of normative ethics. What is important in agreeing a common Ethical Code for Playworkers is that those who agree to it understand what is intended and strive to comply with that intent. The focus in this draft has been on Principle (or Professional) ethics.

Why a Code is needed – The Context

Until quite recently, playworkers guiding principles were the “Values and Assumptions of Playwork.”
  Many in the playwork profession developed growing dissatisfaction with the Values and Assumptions and in 2003 Play Wales commissioned a review of the document. That Review was carried out by Mick Conway, Bob Hughes and Gordon Sturrock 

To understand the context for the review of the Values and Assumptions, it is recommended that interested people read the review of playwork (A Personal List of Events).
 Conway, Hughes and Sturrock also produced other documents that through a convoluted process later led to the development of the ‘Playwork Principles’. These Principles were adopted by Skills Active in May 2005. 

For a number of years the idea of a Code of Ethics for playworkers has been discussed in conferences, meetings, pubs and playgrounds; much good debate has been held, though for practical reasons that cannot be presented in this document. 

Following the agreement of the Playwork Principles in 2005, a number of people in the field expressed a desire to agree a ‘code of ethics’ for playwork informed by the Playwork Principles. Many people felt that an ethical code was an essential development required to achieve the desired professionalism of playwork. Indeed to move forward without some kind of formal underpinning Ethical Code would have a detrimental impact on future development; that is, it was important to agree how a person will conduct themselves in the role of playworker. 

The author undertook to work with JNCTP to produce a working draft for discussion by the playwork field. In preparing this work there was no intention to dismiss the work of others in the field, rather it was hoped to conclude the ‘opening’ debate about an ethical code in one form or another.

How this Code was produced

A draft ‘Playworker's Ethical Code’ was circulated for discussion with a launch event held in Cambridge, May 2006. Following responses at that event, an expanded version was made available through the UKPlayworkers and JNCTP discussion groups. The comments made in those forums have informed this latest version of the Code, though the editorial work is the responsibility of the author.

The discussion of the draft version of this document has broadly produced two divergent responses about the nature of this code. 

The first from those who see an Ethical Code as a guide to how we conduct ourselves as playworkers; a typical response stated that such a code should be about how we respond to one another (with the ‘details’ about how to do the job of playwork being contained in the National Occupational Standards). 

The second general response was that a code of this kind should be “deeper and wider than the values/assumptions/principles of playwork” – more of what the author has described as the ‘Highway Code’ version, a detailed guide with standards and procedures fully explained, that while not ‘law’ are recognised as necessary for the full implementation of the agreed standards. A good example of this type of policy from Newcastle City Council is referenced below.

Sadly this version will satisfy neither of those opinions but is presented here as a contribution to the ethical debate. The comments on the ethical position taken were discussed in the Definitions section above. 

Many comments were made about the ‘ownership’ of the Code; many professions have adopted voluntary codes and operate them quite effectively. It is in the nature of ethics that one person’s priority is not another’s; what is useful is that by having an ethical code, playworkers can have something around which to debate and discuss. In these debates, the points of convergence are taken for granted; it is always the margins where the debate is focussed. Until the matter of playwork administration and governance is resolved it may be preferable to work to a voluntary code (and to see it evolve over time).

Concerning the content of the Code, a majority of comments were made in support of the overall content. Some serious issues were raised about the appropriateness of using the definition of play in circulation at the time of writing (i.e. that quoted below in ‘Playwork Principle 2’). In the final version, the author decided to use the definitions currently accepted by the field, but recognises that should these be reviewed and amended, then this Code should be updated to include that revision.

A draft code was produced in November 2006 and presented to the December 2007 JNCTP Study Day. In preparing this version of the Ethical Code for Playworkers a number of key sources were considered and are included here for further reference by interested parties:

Newcastle City Council’s ‘Play and Youth Service Policy and Procedures – How we Work and Act’ 2004. 

Youth work draft ethics code: http://www.nya.org.uk/shared_asp_files/uploadedfiles/%7B27C93696-B064-4503-9629-69F670112D1A%7D_ethicsbooklet.pdf#search=%22youth%20work%20ethics%22
 

Social work draft ethics code: http://www.basw.co.uk/articles.php?articleId=2
 

The General Teaching Council for England ‘Joint Statement of Inter-professional values’: http://www.gtce.org.uk/shared/contentlibs/gtc/council_mtg_pdfs/joint_statement_Jul06.pdf#search=%22Statement%20of%20inter-professional%20values%20%22
A number of options for revising the draft Code were considered, though in the end, this version has followed the format of the draft circulated for comment for ease of comparison.

After the study day, the paper was further revised a renamed “An Ethical Statement for Playworkers.”
The Statement has been produced as a work in progress, and we hope will form the basis of further work, when a democratic Playworkers  Association is established.

JNCTP is committed to supporting the establishment of playwork as a recognised profession. Alongside the development of a framework of Playwork Qualifications with the Dip HE/Degree as the fully qualified benchmark, we also recognise the importance of developing an agreed Code of Ethics, which is endorsed and owned by Playworkers, through a Playworkers Association.
Note:

A further section – global ethics – has not been included as these are often the most controversial of the ethical categories. Open to wide interpretation as to how or whether they should be applied, these principles can sometimes generate emotional response and heated debate and have therefore been excluded from this draft of the Ethical Code for Playworkers:

· Support for global justice (reflected in International Laws and principles such as declarations of human rights)

· Putting society before self; acting with social responsibility

· Environmental stewardship

· Supporting interdependence and responsibility for the ‘whole’

· Acting with reverence for place 
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I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and the end
But I do not talk of the beginning or the end.


There was never any more inception than there is now, 
Nor any more youth or age than there is now, 
And will never be any more perfection than there is now, 
Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now.

Walt Whitman (1855)

An Ethical Statement for Playworkers – The Content
Who this Statement is for

This Ethical Statement (Rules of Conduct) applies to all playworkers, that is, people involved in some way with the direct, or face to face, provision of play opportunities.
  Other work may be carried out in support of playwork (e.g. training, development) that will also be informed by these standards.

Playworkers appreciate the fundamental importance of the play process. The key purpose of playwork is to support, rather than direct or control, this process. This support is effected through the creation, operation and modification of rich physical and social environments that maximise opportunities for children to engage in a wide variety of play types
. Such play experiences include make-believe, risk, contact with the natural environment, experimenting with identity, ideas and objects.

JNCTP 2003

The nature and purpose of playwork

Our aim through our work is to enhance play opportunities for children
 in the UK. We know that play is essential and important in children’s lives. We know that professionally qualified staff working to agreed standards can enhance and support play opportunities for children.

Principle 1

All children and young people need to play. The impulse to play is innate. Play is a biological, psychological and social necessity, and is fundamental to the healthy development and well being of individuals and communities.

Principle 2

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

The contents of this Statement are expressed in broad statements to guide ethical decision making. These statements provide a framework; they cannot dictate conduct to cover particular situations.

An Ethical Statement for Playworkers
This Ethical Statement for Playworkers covers several overlapping areas as shown below:

Playworkers should:

· Support the play process

· Support the creation of play environments

· Maximise opportunities for play
· Minimise harm in the play space
· Be accountable

· Be reflective practitioners

· Be play literate, with an appropriate playwork qualification

· Work with an awareness of moral and responsibilities

Support the play process

Playworkers know that play is a process that is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. Within that process, children determine and control the content and intent of their play. 
Playworkers should:

· Support and facilitate the play process, recognising that the impulse to play is innate within children

· Respect the right of children to decide and control the content and intent of their play
· Recognise that the play process is vital for the child and will take precedence over adult agendas

Support the creation of play environments

Playworkers facilitate the creation and development of environments that support and encourage play for children.

Playworkers should:
· Support children in the creation of a space in which they can play

· Support children to modify those environments to better meet their play needs

· Ensure that children using play provision have access to a wide range of materials and opportunities to experience a rich play environment
 

· Develop environments to meet the varying and changing needs of children
Maximise opportunities for play
Playworkers attempt to maximise opportunities for children to engage in a wide variety of play opportunities.
Playworkers should:
Ensure that children are able to:
· Explore their own identity and that of others

· Apply and develop the use and control of their bodies

· Work through problems in their own way and at their own speed

· Have free access to the use of resources and creativity in using them

· Have access to all four elements (earth, air, fire and water) and opportunities to engage with nature or natural things

· Have access to broad cultural activities including music, dance, art, theatre, games and stories
· Have opportunities to join in group activities and freely socialise with others

· Have opportunities to go places and do new things

Minimise harm in the play space
Playworkers are aware that their presence may influence the play experience positively or negatively. This influence may be physical, behavioural, attitudinal or emotional. At times playworkers will need, or may be asked to intervene; such intervention should be handled sensitively.
Playworkers should:
· Recognise their own impact on the play space and so use an intervention style which enables children to extend their play

· Support children to engage in and manage their own risky play, where they can calculate risks i.e. known dangers, for themselves

· Provide an environment for children to use for play that is free from hazards (defined as unforeseeable dangers)
· Avoid causing harm to children or others by intent or omission
Be accountable

Playworkers are accountable for their actions to their management and through them to children, their families, and their team workers.

Playworkers should:
· Be authentic, honest and truthful at all times within the workplace

· Admit mistakes and correct them promptly where possible
· Support autonomy and independence of action by children and others within the workplace

· Honour the trust given and received from children or others within the workplace

· Respect human differences as shown through the individuality of people's opinions, beliefs, attitudes and values

· Take steps to recognise and evaluate issues of a personal nature as they arise within the workplace

· Provide information to others in a form that they can understand and clarify that it is understood
Be reflective practitioners

Playworkers recognise that reflective practise is an essential tool for self evaluation and development. Therefore playworkers should develop themselves as reflective practitioners and always strive for improvement. 

Playworkers should:

· Recognise the impact of their own play experiences on their playwork delivery

· Explore how the play they observe affects them emotionally

· Develop an understanding of what informs their response to children at play

· Discuss issues of reflective practice with colleagues in a mutually supportive way to support personal and team development

· Explore the limits of their knowledge and seek out opportunities to further their understanding

Be play literate, with an appropriate playwork qualification
Playworkers use many skills and experiences in their work; personal knowledge is recognised and valued in playwork. This knowledge is enhanced by appropriate playwork qualifications that extend and contextualise that knowledge within a professional framework.

Playworkers should:
· Be qualified as necessary to carry out the agreed role within the staff team and provision

· Commit to maintaining professional competence through evaluation, appraisal or other personal development, in order to maintain an up to date knowledge of the play process and playwork standards

· Work within the professional definition of a playworker at all times

· Provide support, advice and guidance to colleagues and others in a style and manner appropriate to their needs

· Advocate for and promote the unique nature of playwork 

Work with an awareness of moral and legal responsibilities

Playworkers recognise that the prime focus of their work is playwork. They will witness vulnerabilities and experiences that will profoundly affect children. They are also bound by common moral standards and the laws of the land. Playworkers need to make professional judgments that balance these dilemmas.

Playworkers should:
· Recognise the boundaries established by the current legislative framework

· Resolve in a responsible manner any ethical conflicts with law 

· Respect confidentiality and disclosure at all times

· Challenge discrimination and harassment within the workplace

· Avoid potential or apparent conflicts of interest – use knowledge or status gained in the workplace appropriately and with due acknowledgement 

· Be accurate and without bias or prejudice in all record keeping and documentation

· Ensure the currency of information used within the workplace

Glossary
	Adulteration *

	When the play themes are determined solely by the workers or where the worker wants to teach or educate or, consciously or unconsciously, wishes to dominate 

	Annihilation *

	The end of the play for the child at that time, when the child takes their choice in the play to a natural conclusion 

	Dysplay *

	The corruption of the play cycle due to breakdown of the cue, the return or the response from the child. Often  caused by a poor or inadequate response from workers or because the child is unable to complete the cycle

	Inclusion
	Valuing all people equally, recognising and supporting their differences

	Play cue *

	The signal the child gives that they want to play; which may be touch or bodily contact, a visual cue or spoken (used least often)

	Play frame *

	The play space created by these cues and returns which may be a physical frame (such as a court) or a theme (like Halloween)

	Play return *

	That which the child experiences after they issue the play cue. The play return may be experienced in the environment or received form another player




* based on Sturrock, G and Else, P (1998), The playground as therapeutic space: playwork as healing (known as The Colorado Paper), available in the Therapeutic Playwork Reader 1, Ludemos Associates, Sheffield
� Thanks to Pete King for drawing my attention to this distinction 


� Accessed from http://www.playwork.org.uk/downloads/values.pdf


� Accessed from http://www.playwales.org.uk/values/index.php?pg=supportingmaterials&lang=english


� These statements are quoted in many places including the Newcastle document mentioned above though they are believed to originate from the work of Larry Colero, 1997


� As defined in Playwork People, SkillsActive 2004


� Hughes, B 1996, in A Playworker’s Taxonomy of Play Types, London: PLAYLINK


� The New JNCTP Charter for Playwork Education, Training and Qualifications, 2003


� Whenever the term ‘children’ is used in this document, it is should be read as an inclusive term referring to all children and young people younger than 18 years


� As accessed from http://www.playwales.org.uk/values/index.php?lang=english


� Hughes, B 1996, Play Environments: A question of quality, London: PLAYLINK, UK 


A rich play environment gives children and young people the opportunity to experience: the physical world; fabricated and natural materials; challenge in relation to the physical environment; movement; opportunities to experience emotions; through the five senses; playing with identity; freely-chosen social interaction; change; an interesting and varied physical environment; with ‘sufficient space’ to enable all of this to happen for the number of children in the setting.
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