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Title:  The power of play in Surrey
Organisation: 
Marvellous Productions a creative arts therapy company founded by Roya Hamid in partnership with Surrey County Council Early Years Department.
What was the aim/problem?
There was, and indeed still is, an achievement gap between families that live in designated areas of deprivation in Surrey and those that don't.   
In some areas of Surrey, The Income Deprivation Affecting Children Index IDACI indicates that in some wards in Surrey 40% of children are affected by income deprivation (Surreyi 2020 para 2.5). Surrey is a county that has extremes of social inequalities particularly that of poverty and financial strain. Across the county families and children do not have access to the same opportunities.  

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation in their report ‘How Does Money Influence Health’ conclude that there is a clear link between parental income for both their children’s health during childhood and also the long-term consequences of their future social economic and health circumstances (2014 p.6). The problem is that your life outcomes can be determined by your postcode.   
The Children and Families Select committee report stated that “Children and young people living in deprivation are more likely to experience poorer outcomes, including health risks; greater likelihood of teenage pregnancy; poorer academic attainment; unemployment, and NEET (not in Education, Employment or Training) status” (2010, p.1).   
The generational impact of long-term deprivation on families and communities is insidious and the Education in England Annual Report 2019 states “If the recent five-year trend continues, it would take over 500 years for the disadvantage gap to close by the end of secondary school” (2019, p11).  Families can become disengaged from statutory organisations such as education if they feel that there is no investment for them.  
The Government’s strategy for involving parents in their children’s education was first described in the 1997 White Paper ‘Excellence in Schools’, which recognised that pupils need support from parents to ensure they reach their full potential. The paper identified three important elements; the importance of providing information to parents, giving parents a more effective voice and encouraging families to learn together (1997). The importance of parental involvement is often a good idea but after generations of disengagement there is often resistance. The report ‘Parental Involvement in Education’ states in its concluding paragraph “Some parents feel unable to become involved because of their perceived attitude of schools, and it is clear from the literature that parents from lower social classes are least likely to feel involved.”  
Families are pivotal in communities and their children’s outcomes are dependent on their parent’s engagement with educational services and their home learning environments. It would seem that due to adversity some families can become an obstacle before becoming part of the solution. 
What was the solution?
This Case Study is about how a community dramatherapy project, ‘Communication Through Play’, using play and playfulness, addressed these problems above. It was commissioned into children centres and schools in parts of Surrey where these problems were entrenched. The executive summary of the final report stated: CTP reached 554 children, 118 practitioners and 327 parents in 23 children centres and three schools across Surrey.  The effectiveness of the project was evaluated by a qualitative and quantitative approach. 
Play is one of the nine core processes as identified by Dr Phil Jones in his book ‘Drama as Therapy’. Play is universal, allowing participants to be spontaneous, creative and can bring about change (2002 p.116) so this modality was chosen as a strategy. Play is ‘one of the highest achievements of the human species’ according to Dr Whitebread of Cambridge University in his report on ‘The Importance of Play’. The value of play is increasingly recognised for adults as well as children due to its relationship with intellectual achievement and emotional well-being (2012). ‘Communication Through Play’ (CTP) is a community dramatherapy project that I, as the founder of a Creative Arts Therapy company and charity, evolved over many years.  It is a multi-layered play-based intervention designed for families and children at the Early Years Foundation Stage. In many ways it acts as a buffer between the statutory body of the children centre/school and the family.  The first time the families come into contact with CTP the facilitators are playful dressed in brightly coloured costumes lying on their tummies in a play environment. The facilitators of CTP are Dramatherapists and therefore are experienced in creating inclusive environments for families irrespective of their presentation.   
CTP is well documented, appearing in several national professional publications. It has been independently evaluated and the CTP Wokingham (2006) report is on the BADth website.  
CTP has evolved over the years in response to grassroots' direction via evaluations carried out with the service users: children, parents and practitioners. It has been commissioned for families with young children in children centres, schools and libraries in most London Boroughs, Hammersmith and Fulham, Wandsworth, Wokingham and Surrey Local Authorities.  
CTP provides an integrated, interactive learning environment that extends beyond the child to include parents and teachers/early years practitioners, social workers and health visitors.   CTP has been shown to strengthen the parent-child relationship through the use of play and encourages parental relationships with teachers/early years practitioners and the wider community empowering parents to feel that they can become more involved in their children’s schooling and communities.  
Ruth Thompson writing in Nursery World said “CTP has opened practitioners’ and parents’ eyes to the power of fun and a playful attitude to children’s learning’ (2011).
CTP Surrey 2007 was a direct response to national government and local educational initiatives such as Every Child Matters, the Children’s Workforce Strategy, health promotion initiatives within The National Service Framework, the Local Area Agreement and Educational Development. 
Phil Osborne, head of early years and childcare services at Surrey County Council, explains: “The programme was very well received when we ran an initial pilot. The mix of a dramatic performance based on a well-known children’s book, followed up with workshops for practitioners and parents, is an excellent way of supporting parents in engaging with their children's learning.” (Early Years 2010).
CTP was then commissioned to be rolled out across 32 children Centres between 2008-2010 as part of the Sure Start programme. CTP dramatherapy project focused on parenting support, mental health and community cohesion through play and story.  The project reached 1000 participants through 1750 interventions.  
CTP has shown itself to be successful at supporting families in areas of deprivation by demonstrating the importance of play to support mental health, wellbeing and learning in children; encouraging parental engagement with each other and also with statutory services and improving parental self-esteem.  CTP can be seen to contribute towards narrowing the achievement gap as identified above.  
INTERVENTION - Methodology
The Surrey CTP project comprised five key components: the PlayStory for children/parents/practitioners; the Playful Parents Workshops; the Playful Practitioners workshops; the All Together and Onsite Coaching.  
We divided the children centres into groups of 4. There were 8 groups of 4. CTP was delivered to 32 children centres/ nursery/school over 2 years. 
1.     	The PlayStory (PS) for children/parents/practitioners
The initial point of contact with the clients is through the PlayStory - an interactive and immersive Dramatherapy Session themed around a story and comprised of PlayBubbles © linked by a narrative. This unique vehicle allows contact with children, parents and teachers simultaneously.  Enjoyment of the production is not dependent on language skills or developmental stage.  The therapeutic delivery encourages communication and relationship between project beneficiaries by stimulating creativity and creates opportunities for participation at every level.  The play bubbles © provided the opportunity for the 2 Dramatherapists/clowns/community theatre practitioners to model play and playful interaction using a selection of action methods that are opened up to the audience to move at their own pace and level.  By the time the participants become an audience for the telling of the story and its enactment for the last 10 minutes they know the story and themes on all levels.  They have inhabited the text, narrative and themes within the story and will have contributed themselves and therefore are invested in the outcome.
The PlayBubbles © idea was developed when I was putting together a presentation for my workshop on ‘Communication Through Play’ at the BADTh Conference in 2012.  
It was a way of describing how I move from one unit of play to another during a PlayStory. 

The PlayBubbles provide containers for experiential play each one linked and themed according to the identified theme or story that the PlayStory is based on i.e. sleep, food, seasons, getting dressed, transformation etc. The PlayBubbles are a precursor to the telling of a story or a reading of a story followed by a 5-minute theatrical production of the story in which the fourth wall is re-established.  The image below demonstrates how PlayBubbles unfolded during a PlayStory called ‘Where is Sidney’ this was loosely based on ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’ by Eric Carle.  (Time=PlayBubbles 45/60 minutes.  Storytelling=5/60minutes.  Theatre Production=10/60minutes).  
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Each PlayBubble provides the opportunity for the Dramatherapist to model play and playful interaction using a selection of action methods that are opened up to the audience to move at their own pace and level.  The Dramatherapist holds the shape of the PlayBubble that are flexible, plastic and responsive. Each one provides continuity, direction and a sense of safety. Timing is important as the participants move from one PlayBubble to the next. This requires sensitive and confident narration/facilitation on the part of the Dramatherapist.  (There is a fine line to tread between free play and adult facilitated play).   

As we move from one PlayBubble to the next the opportunity to play/improvise increases exponentially as confidence in the model and facilitators grows. All offers from participants, from the small and imperceptible to the extrovert and large are included and developed.  This allows total participation and often providing the opportunity for reframing challenging behaviour in a positive and affirming way.  Each PlayBubble is an event – we don’t know what will happen in each bubble but by establishing a clear framework and a non-judgmental environment we create a positive experience that supports communication, relationships and creative thinking.  The PlayBubbles provide opportunities for the participants to observe in the first instance and then, most importantly, by doing; interacting physically, verbally and through play.  This may be adult to child, child to child, adult to adult.  By the time the participants become an audience as they sit and or observe a piece of theatre; they know the story and themes on a somatic, sensory and cognitive level.  They have inhabited the text, narrative and themes within the story and will have contributed themselves and therefore are invested in the outcome
Each Centre received:
One ‘PS’ lasts 60 minutes.
•       	Maximum children participants - 25
•       	No maximum number of parents/carers and practitioners.
•       	‘PS’ titled, ‘Where is Sidney?’ based on Eric Carle’s ‘The Very Hungry Caterpillar’.
2.     	The Playful Parents Workshop
The Playful Parent Workshop took place immediately after the PS. This was an opportunity to reflect on the impact of the PS on their children with the parents and provide parenting support and a networking opportunity.
Each Centre received:
One parent workshop lasts 60 – 90 minutes.
•       	Crèche was provided at this time.
3.     	The Playful Practitioners workshop
This was delivered once a week to all the practitioners in each Cohort.  There were 12-16 practitioners in each workshop.  This gave an opportunity for the practitioners to explore their own experiences of play and reflect on them without the responsibility of having children to manage. 
Each Centre received:
Four places in each practitioner workshop.
•       	Each group attended 4 half day workshops that lasted 3 hrs. each.
•       	Maximum participants in each group - 16.
4.     	All Together Now Workshop (ATN) brought all families and the practitioners back together a week later to recap the PS and to play together with the Dramatherapists and do an art and crafts-based activity, providing an opportunity to implement some of the learning from the PS and workshops.  At the end each family was given a copy of the book that the PS was based on to take home. 
5.   	Onsite Coaching (OS) took place once the cohort had finished CTP to consolidate the practitioner learning journey in their own settings with children that they had identified as being challenging or with activities that they wanted to develop with support. 
Detailed evaluation methodology: 
As the target population and the objectives are diverse, and the delivery of the project was spread over several months, we selected a multi-approach staged research design to find out how far CTP had achieved its objectives. The research was both repeated and cross sectional. We used both a qualitative and quantitative approach: quantitative to quantify participant response to the project and qualitative to gain a deeper understanding of the participant experience. The bulk of the data were collected between February and July 2009 and then again between April and July 2010.
Data collection methods were: 
a. Paper questionnaire for parents, carers and practitioners after each session they attended.
b. An online follow up survey for centre co-ordinators, practitioners and parents 
c. A “before and after” self-assessment by the practitioners about their skill levels
d. Informal interviews with parents and practitioners at sessions observed 
e. Observation at one of each of the sessions 
f. Observation and reports about the children from parents and practitioner through the questionnaires 
g. Interviews with members of MP and SCC. 
What were the challenges
The following adjustments were made to the CTP Surrey as a result of the recommendations from an Interim Evaluation: -
Communications
Prior to the interim evaluation, the communications format was: Marvellous Productions makes a presentation for the centre co-ordinators about the CTP project Centres sign up for the project after the presentation. MP meets with co-ordinators who have signed up, explains the programme in more detail and leaves a flyer with the details of what the programme does, who is for and what is needed MP sends an email confirming the Centre’s request, and the two sign a contract for delivery of the programme.
The co-ordinator explains the project to the staff and arranges the requirements.
There may be a gap of a few weeks to a few months between agreement of the contract and start of the delivery.
Using this model, the coordinator had responsibility to cascade the message about the project and its requirements to the practitioners, parents and the people who are involved in the set up. With this system, sometimes the message did not get through or was misunderstood, and there was no support for practitioner questions. Occasionally, too, the initial contact at the children’s centre had changed, leaving new coordinators to organise a project they may have known little about and may not have personally bought into.
The communication and coordination of such a complex project in such a complex field, where each centre set up is different and where each centre is in a different stage of development, was challenging.
There is no evidence to suggest the content and structure of individual sessions were anything but well planned and organised, and participants commented on this. They were well prepared; “I feel confident and excited about all three sessions.... a well-structured and organised activity”. 
The communication problems affected more the administration and coordination of the delivery of the sessions that was “invisible” to participants.
MP’s new communications strategy
MP implemented a holistic communications strategy to minimise the risk of miscommunication.
It consisted of:
A meeting with the coordinator as before Prior to the PlayStory, a meeting with the centre’s practitioners to give more information about the programme: what it is, the learning outcomes. Practitioners had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss their approach.  
An email was sent from MP to the coordinator giving clear instructions about what facilities are needed and what documents to download
A suite of downloadable documents from MP’s website covering each session plus a suite of downloadable documents from MP’s website covering each session Marketing materials for coordinators to download and print for handouts, notice boards etc.
Information about who the target audience is and their journey, so that coordinators understand that the parents and children at the All Together should be the same ones that took part in the PlayStory
Timings, breaks, refreshments, kit, space, parking requirements and other practical considerations
The benefits of this system have included;
 Minimisation of logistical and miscommunication problems
Allowance for more effective marketing of the project to the right participants
Ensuring that information about the project is available to all
Keeping a consistent message about the project
Marketing
Successful delivery of the programme to the right participants relied on the marketing of the programme by the centre to the parents. The correct audience size for the PlayStory to work best is 25 children and their parents. In some cases, communication and marketing was strong, leading to a full house of the right participants. On other occasions, marketing was weak with the result that children from outside the project’s target age range took part where the target audience was lacking. Of course, it is better for there to be a full house, and for any child to experience PlayStory, than to play to an empty house, but on the odd occasions where this happened the journey ethos of the programme was defeated.
MP had difficulty attracting the full target of children’s centres, due to two centres cancelling at the last minute, and delivered to two schools on a first-come-first-served basis instead. MP had a very positive response to their mail shot, filling the cancelled places within a couple of hours. Feedback from these schools was very positive.
To enable a consistent message and reach MP provided the centres with marketing material that they could customise and use to attract parents. One centre reported that marketing the event actually supported relationships. 
Evaluation
Evaluation of the PlayStory; Children and parents’ responses were evaluated. As can be seen by the excerpt below the evaluation strategy for evaluating the children’s responses from their parent’s perspective demonstrated that it was successful.
Parents:   Quantitative:  In response to question 1. How valuable was the PlayStory for you?  94% rated it as Good or Excellent.  Question 2. How valuable was the PlayStory for you child? 99% rated it as Good or Excellent.  Question 3.  How did the PlayStory address communication and play?  99% rated it as Good or Excellent.  Question 4.  How did it meet with your expectations?  100% rated it as Good or Excellent.
We evaluated the children’s responses through observational and adult feedback.  Behaviours included smiling, laughing, joining in, following the movements and singing and during observation the majority of the children showed absolute engagement. 


“The fun the children had...How excited the children were – I’ll remember their expressions the most...The children’s faces glowing with joy...The response from the children...How engrossed the children were, their faces and reactions”
Children:  The children’s response is intrinsic to the success of the PlayStory.  Gauging from their high level of involvement and laughter during the production it can be surmised that they enjoyed it.  Their responses were also evaluated by an Art therapist.   Her conclusion suggests that the evaluation methods used were not sufficiently controlled to produce a valid evaluation of their understanding of the PlayStory. CTP report 2007 page 5 for Surrey County Council.
When planning the evaluation methodology in future it is possible that we need to budget for a separate arts therapist to be responsible for delivering and analysing the data. 
What were the results?
The final independent evaluation report (CTP Surrey 2010) by Lightswitch Project Services states that “Relationships between parents and practitioners strengthened as a result of CTP, as did those with children. Seventy-one percent of practitioners reported improved relationships with parents”.
The data collected from CTP Surrey evaluation (2010) supports the claim that CTP could contribute to overcoming the achievement gap by supporting families in deprived areas.  99% of parent respondents reported they would use what they had learned during CTP at home with their children and were very positive about taking part in another session (79%). Parents’ feedback indicated that they intended to use their new knowledge at home. The responses ranged from the practical aspects to the attitudinal e.g. 
“I’ll climb under the dining table and make a tent!.....Make sock friends....Read lots more, more props, singing, read in different places like the garden...Muddy puddles in the park...Play the alien greeting game!....Do sounds of letters and change the sounds. Act out stories...Dress up more...Mirroring...Will make silly noises and sounds”. A practitioner observed the following: - Mother R, who attended the PlayStory with her younger son, decided to additionally bring her older son to join the workshop. She said this project encouraged her to read more books to her children”.
There was also evidence that participation in CTP meant that parent/parent relationships were strengthened and a sense of community was created, where there was none before. Observational evidence suggests that parents visibly relaxed in each other’s company, and a sense of shared experience brought the group together. 
“Barrier break down. It made me feel close to the group... I got to know parents which has been nice as they are less shy about talking if I meet them out of school (mostly in Sainsbury’s!).....it was good to meet the girls I normally walk past in the playground...I met other mums I didn’t know.....it is good to see mums getting to know each other...I feel like I got to know other parents more....We know each other in play”....
In general, practitioner relationships and communication with parents were reported by co-ordinators and practitioners to be already good within established centres, but 54% of co-ordinator respondents felt that communications between parents and practitioners had improved after CTP. 
What were the learning points?

Don’t have such broad reaching aims and objectives for one project and this makes it difficult to evaluate. 

Provide top up and skill-specific sessions for parents
The evidence suggested that parents were keenly interested in taking part in further workshops and sessions relating to play. As many had reported a new interest in and understanding of play, and had played more with their children as a result, it would be disappointing not to take advantage of this keenness and the playful impetus started by the programme. Provision of skill-specific workshops or more playtime would support and extend parent learning.


Formalise, clarify and extend the practitioner journey
The project has had a wide array of reported positive impact on practitioners, with the results played out daily in children’s centres. Some practitioners have asked for attendance certificates to add to their continual professional development portfolio. Formalising the programme to show how it contributes to practitioners’ continual professional development would facilitate a longer-term impact and embedding of the learning in the practitioners’ daily practice. Formalisation could be Mapping the skills outcomes to the Early Years Foundation Stage framework and other relevant training requirements and communicating this to centres as part of the information pack. 
Find out more about the children’s views of the sessions
In a future roll-out of the project, a focus on children’s views and thoughts about their experiences would be beneficial, to draw a bigger picture of the impact of the project and how it affects participants. Although child reaction through observation and third-party reporting is useful, a mini-project to listen to the children’s voice would complete the picture and hopefully discover new impacts. 
Broaden relationships with the public sector
The project and relationships that had been formed with the local authority early years department came to an artificial end due to the change of government and policy priorities.  According to the Institute for Fiscal Studies, spending by local authorities in England was cut significantly, ‘between 2009-10 and 2014-15 spending was cut by 20.4% after accounting for economy-wide inflation. Taking into account population growth over this period, spending per person was cut by 23.4%’ (Philips and Simpson 2015).
The impact of the spending cuts at this time meant that Surrey Early Years department was restructured, many children centres were closed and people lost their jobs.  There was no more funding available for CTP as it was considered a non-core project.  These cuts to children’s services was national. 
Next steps    	 
This grant will allow me to dedicate 30 hours of work to explore and extract the most relevant and impactful elements of CTP and apply them within the 2020 context which involves an increasing awareness of the link between social inequality and mental health inequality.  As Dr Dyer, the president of the mental health foundation states in the forward to the Mental Health Foundation report on Social Inequalities, ‘Those who face the greatest disadvantage in life also face the greatest risks to their mental health’ (2020). 
The healthiest place for people to be is away from ‘health care services’ and operating in social determinants of health such as good education.  Highlighting the benefits of networks being developed between parents as one of the outcomes of CTP needs consolidating. The CTP project created community and helped break barriers to engagement (it is possible that some parents have had a negative experience of school or not experienced play themselves) and it is likely that families will access other support systems that are around for them as a result of participating in CTP. CTP was an intermediary between the statutory; education/health and the family and so it is possible that it can support people to avoid crisis and help them improve their longer-term outcomes. This in turn has a positive knock-on effect for the wider system.  
From a 2020 context the emerging threads highlighted from 2007-2010 project is the importance of play as a modality not just for children but for adults too. 

Children’s learning through play is dependent on the support and playfulness of the adults around them.  The data also shows that adults need support in how to play.  

The fact that adults were so impressed by the impact of play for children’s engagement, behaviour and well-being is a strong theme.  It was also clear from the data that there was a resistance on behalf of many parents and early years practitioners in being ‘playful’ themselves.  

In 2010 with this in mind the Head of Early Years in Surrey extended CTP for a further year. The Dramatherapist was contracted to work in children centres, nurseries and schools with early years practitioners who had participated in CTP to support them in implementing the learning during live sessions with identified children and specific issues pertaining to play, story and behaviour. 

As families emerge from lockdown having spent a lot more time with one another this will have highlighted the importance of play and parents may have focused on their own play skills, discovered new ways of playing with their children or have realised that they want to develop them.  
As this project evolves and is commissioned from 2020 onwards my approach as a Dramatherapist to evaluation will be more systemic and accessible.  Building on what I did in 2007 where I involved an Art Therapist in evaluating the children’s mark making in response to their involvement in the CTP project, I would like to develop a method to evaluate children’s experience to give them voice, choice and agency when it comes to determining how a project develops.  
I will look at working with smaller groups not only in education but also in primary health care as part of the socially prescribing agenda.  I have been approached by an infant school and I am currently liaising with headteacher to use elements of CTP to support families as they start school for the first time and a regional adoption agency to explore developing attachment for families impacted by complex trauma.  I am going to work with smaller groups ideally over an academic year. The evaluation methodology will be simplified and mapped against the school’s educational attainment records.  
“It is play that is universal, and belongs to health: playing facilitates growth and therefore health; playing leads into group relationships; playing can be a form of communication in psychotherapy”. (Winnicott, 1971 p41).
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