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Section 1 
The Welsh government recognises the importance of play in the lives of children in our society. Children have a fundamental right to play, and play is essential to their pleasure of life and to their overall well-being (Government, 2014). Article 31 UNCRU Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities (UNICEF, 1992). Play is important in teaching and learning, definitions have generally been based on adult interpretations of visible play acts (McInnes et al, 2013).
Sara Smilansky, (1968) is renowned for her four stages of play, one of the stages of play is symbolic play (beststart.org, n.d). Play that uses inanimate objects to symbolise other objects, people, or things is referred to as symbolic, likewise the important cognitive ability to substitute items in the mind is first demonstrated using symbolism in symbolic play (Drew and PhD, n.d). Children recognise the true connection between known items and their corresponding activities at the pre-symbolic level, which is when symbolic play starts (Fein, 1981: McCune 1995). Around the age of two, when the child has a sense of the permanent object, is when Piaget claims that symbolic play begins to emerge (Exploring your mind, 2020).
Symbolic play is important in many areas of the child’s brain development. According to research it helps a child's:
· Senses
· Expressions
· Language
· Social skills
· Movement
· Problem solving
· Reasoning, and learning (Frankie, 2020). 
Adults have complete influence over the child’s environment, by ensuring that the children play in an enjoyable, exciting, and suitable environment, you can help them to obtain the best possible outcomes (Frankie, 2020). Practitioners draw attention to the environment and structure depending on the child's capabilities and abilities in order to promote symbolic play through opportunities or materials, challenge the child's present knowledge and comprehension and give the child the ability to make their own decisions by providing options best to their interest (Frankie, 2020). However, to encourage symbolic play, adults must understand the child and support their play. You may extend and support a child's play by engaging with the child during play, participating in activities and modelling positive behaviour and interactions, intervening when a scenario arises in which the child may require adult assistance and being actively involved in the process of symbol (Frankie, 2020: Rymanowicz, 2015). 
There is evidence of a close connection between symbol play, pretend play, and language (McCune, 2010, Smith & Jones, 2011). Both responses focus on capacity or using one element as a signifier to represent another (McCune, 2010: Orr and Geva, 2015). According to Vygotsky (1978), whose theories were first published in the early 20th century, pretend play is crucial to a child's healthy growth. Children can control their impulsivity and learn the deliberate behaviours that will aid them in doing more challenging cognitive tasks through symbolic play (Healthline, 2020). However, one of the first stages of play is solitary play. Playing alone is a natural step in the development of their play behaviour (Anon, 2019). Solitary play gives children the flexibility to use their imaginations, it acquires practise, physical and mental abilities, explore, invent, and discover how things function, develop their own rules for play and a child does not have to satisfy anybody else's expectations (Anon, 2019).
During the solitary play children attempt to manipulate anything they come across and discovering their toys on their own. They begin to understand fundamental concepts such as motor abilities, cause and effect, and environmental awareness (Gregory, 2022).
Solitary play develops:
· Social independence
· Self-discovery, problem-solving
· Imagination
· Creativity
· Self-regulation in children (Gregory, 2022).
Practitioners can encourage solitary play by allowing the child to play alone, provide appropriate toys and space, don’t interfere with their play and provide support when needed (Gregory, 2022). Through active learning and social activities, practitioners adopt a holistic approach to integrate children's growth and development with their natural environment and to foster strong relationships through symbolic and solitary play (foundation-education. n.d). Likewise, the social, emotional, physical, mental, and intellectual progress of a person is referred to as holistic development. A holistic approach to symbolic and solitary play entails focusing on all elements of a child's development. The most important aspect is determining the child's overall well-being (Hei Schools, 2022). Holistic development is important because children's brains require proper stimulation for optimal psychological, physical, social, and emotional well-being. Furthermore, holistic development prepares children to confront life's challenges by providing them with the essential information, communication skills, emotional intelligence, social awareness, and resilience (Tudsbury, 2022). 
Section 2 
Play is thought to be essential for early childhood development and is important for how children learn and serves as the foundation for curricular advice across the UK (McInnes et al, 2011). Play is most effective when viewed as a method of approaching a task and is based on a description of play from the child's point of view (McInnes et al, 2013).
The child initiates and guides self-directed play, it is inspired by an object or something in their environment. The urge to play should come from the child, and the child should be permitted to make up their own imaginatively (The Steiner Connection, 2022).
Self-directed play is a key component of the Montessori method of education for young children. It is one sort of play that is very important for development from infancy through the end of early childhood (Ginsbury, 2007). The involvement of an adult in early childhood is regarded as important in facilitating growth (McInnes et al, 2013). Effective early childhood education appears to involve the adult in several roles, ranging from guiding activities to allowing the child to take the lead (McInnes et al, 2013).  However, children define play by clues in their environment, one of which is the presence of adults: when an adult is present, it appears that children are less likely to characterise and approach an activity as play. The way adults interact with children may influence children's usage of this cue. It is advocated that this type of adult-child contact needs to be created in order to build a play-based curriculum that maximises playfulness (McInnes et al, 2013).
According to research, not only is self-directed play enjoyable, but it also has significant neurological benefits and modifies the brain (Thewillows2019, 2020).
Self-directed play fosters:
· Cognitive
· Emotional
· Social
· Physical skills
which are all essential components of a child's development. When children are allowed to play, they learn how to take risks, engage and communicate with others, understand their boundaries, and use their problem-solving skills (The willows 2019, 2020). Furthermore, play helps children establish their proximal development zones (Smidt, 2011b).
The importance of allowing children to choose their own play without interference from adults has been recognised as an important aspect in establishing lifelong traits such as resilience and flexibility, as well as the establishment and maintenance of children's social interactions (Mannello, Casey and Atkinson, 2019). The intertwined benefits of play include its intrinsic worth of enjoyment and freedom, as well as its instrumental value of learning and development (Moyles, 2006). Uncertainty, challenge, and flexibility are fundamental elements of play that influence children's ability to adapt to survive, prosper, and alter their social and physical settings (Lester and Russell, 2008). Likewise, children learn to handle their emotions, disappointment, and confidence through play (Sutton-Smith, 2003). 
Supporting self-directed play is an important function for practitioners, but it also has the potential to free up practitioners' time by allowing both the child and adult to focus on what interest’s children the most and offering possibilities for learning and relationship building (Fiechtner and Albrecht, 2019). To encourage a child's self-directed play, begin with simple inexpensive toys that may be used for a variety of play options, step back and supervise, don't psychoanalyse play, be patient, and establish a child-friendly environment (Welljourn, 2020).
Furthermore, some Western nations promote play-based curricular methods in early childhood education, such as the early years foundation stage, curriculum DFES 2007 in England, which emphasises the benefits of play for children up to the age of five. Play is regarded as an important component of children's emotional and intellectual growth in the Welsh foundation phase curriculum. The early years phase of Scotland's new curriculum for excellence emphasises chances for children to engage in exploratory and developmental activities (Fraser Brown, 2013). 
A child's perspective on play focuses not only on the observable act but also on the internal emotive aspect of play that is vital for learning, notably playfulness. The concept of playfulness is defined as a mental attitude that indicates how one approaches an activity. According to Dewey (1933) and Lieberman (1977) it is regarded to be important for development and learning because it promotes enthusiasm, motivation, willingness to participate in an activity, and mental flexibility (McInnes et al, 2013b).
Similarly, Bruner considered play as both a process and a way of learning, referring to it as "memory in motion" and emphasising the role of experience and cultural instruments. He, like Piaget and Vygotsky, saw children as actively forming meaning (Bruner, 1986; Bruner, 1998).

Section 3 
The foundation phase profile is an assessment technique that aligns assessments from the beginning to the end of the foundation phase. The profile was created as a summative assessment tool, combining observations and formative assessments to create a comprehensive picture of children's development. The profile assists practitioners in providing a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum for all children through observations and formative assessments (Welsh Government, 2017). Furthermore, the foundation phase profile has been created to be appropriate for all children and to aid in the identification of prospective special educational requirements or supplementary learning demands (Welsh Government, 2015).
Since September 2015 it has been a statutory requirement to use the compact profile at baseline during a child's first six weeks in the setting. It became a statutory requirement because there was a clear demand for a nationally standardised strategy to assessing children in the foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2017). The profile is divided into two parts: a compact profile and a comprehensive profile. The compact profile for the foundation phase provides a good picture of learners' general competence and includes a sufficiently broad variety of abilities to observe and assess.
According to Welsh Government, (2008) the foundation phase profile consists of two sets of skills ladders in four areas of learning:
· Personal and social
· Well-being and cultural diversity
· Language, literacy and communication skills
· Mathematical development and Physical development
Welsh Government, 2008 points out how the profile provides a nationally consistent mechanism for rating the results of the foundation phase and progress data. It offers three new early steps in the results:
· Bronze
· Silver 
· Gold 
Furthermore to construct a baseline assessment, observations should be performed in the first six weeks following their arrival into reception class, these first six weeks are noted as being stressful for practitioners, with the emphasis on completing the evaluation profile taking away the teaching (Morgan et al, 2022). Practitioners begin the baseline assessment by examining information from prior practitioners, they will plan continuous, enhanced, and focused provision considering the skills ladder to be examined. They will summative assess utilising the skills ladder across all four areas of learning, review the outcomes for each skill ladder, and design developmentally appropriate provision based on the child's interests (Welsh Government, 2015). The baseline assessment assists practitioners planning by allowing them to adjust their instruction based on the findings (Morgan et al, 2022). However, the limitation issue was that assertions within the foundation phase profile were too wide and unclear (Morgan et al, 2022).
The foundation phase profile is stated as being capable of providing rich evidence on what learners can do independently and the level to which they use taught abilities in real-life circumstances (Morgan et al, 2022). However, there is a cause of concern due to the necessity to allow learners to settle into the setting and that carrying out baseline assessments takes time away from getting to know the learners (Morgan et al, 2022).
Observations must be specific in terms of where, when, and why they occur, and they must be focused on the here and now (Sancisi and Edgington, 2015). Froebel believed that the adult's responsibility was to observe the children and recognise that the support required by children during their early years differs from that required later in life (Ioanna Palaiologou, 2014). Furthermore, the primary goal of observing children is to discover where they are on the learning continuum in order to progress them and identify any issues (Welsh Government, 2015).
Observations allow practitioners to collect evidence before and after children have been taught skills across time. Children will benefit from observational and formative assessment practise in following their interests and expanding on what they excel at, as well as promoting further development in areas where they struggle (Welsh Government, 2015). However, an observation of play in the early years can be defined as an unbiased and uncritical way of capturing the facts shown by a child through their actions and voice (Sancisi and Edgington, 2015). By attentively observing children’s play, you can notice their progress, involvement, and enjoyment while also focusing on their achievement of specified curriculum that supports the child's development. 
According to Welsh Government, (2008) children need be observed in all seven learning areas:
· Personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity
· Language, literacy and communication skills
· Mathematical development
· Welsh language development
· Knowledge and understanding of the world
· Physical development
· Creative development
There are numerous methods for monitoring children through play, including planned observations for a certain period, observations to gauge developmental progress, observations on specific children, and spontaneous observations of something that occurs within the setting (Welsh Government, 2008). 
Moreso many of the internally developed systems used in settings were based on the foundation phase profile, with practitioners describing a number of changes to better suit their needs, such as breaking down outcome levels into smaller incremental steps and focusing more on disposition to learning rather than only skills (Morgan et al, 2022). However practitioners recognised that some activities in which learners must be assessed could not always be seen through play, resulting in learners having to carry out a restricted number of concentrated tasks in which skills can be demonstrated (Morgan et al, 2022). Furthermore, practitioners recognised a few linked rationales behind the goal of evaluation utilising the foundation phase profile, this included establishing a baseline or starting point, obtaining information on the child's interests, determining their next steps, identifying areas for further support, and identifying learners who are coasting. It is described as effective for creating goals and determining future moves; however, it is noted for taking too long, being too much of a tick box exercise, and not being personalised to individual learners (Morgan et al, 2022).
According to Brodie, (2013) Vygotsky believed that observations of children were more important than test scores and that practitioners needed to be diligent observers in order to effectively promote the development of children (Brodie, 2013). According to Edgington, (2004) in the early years, the use of observations is entrenched in the definition of what is considered effective practise (Machan, 2016). Although research points out how practitioners were overall pleased with the compatibility of the foundation phase profile and the foundation phase pedagogical principles since the baseline and end-of-phase assessments could be performed by observations (Welsh Government, 2015).



Section 4
Observing learning through play and getting close to the child's mind and feelings are all part of our everyday job in pursuit of excellence. What we see when we look closely assists us in shaping the present, the daily experiences of children in all forms of early childhood provision (Smidt, 2015). Children's play should be observed on a frequent basis. One observation should not be used to make developmental decisions for a child (Daniel Rosa, 2015). Practitioners can reflect on the child’s development by systematically observing children’s play and considering what has been learnt, by doing so this will assist practitioners to plan effectively for the child’s (Daniel Rosa, 2015). Furthermore, we can notice the richness of children's play and interaction when we approach observation with an open mind. We may become aware of what children know and can do through observation and assessment and utilise that information to ensure that what we supply and how we engage is closely related to their abilities (Neaum, 2021). When systematic observations are performed on a regular basis, evidence concerning the child's progress and developmental needs will be available practitioners can then plan the following phases in the development of the child (Daniel Rosa, 2015). Likewise, a careful, attentive observation followed by an informed assessment can show us how children make sense of the world, how they utilise and develop language to connect with others. This dynamic approach to observation allows practitioners to think beyond conventional development objectives and outcome measurements and to appreciate the child as an individual (Neaum, 2021). As practitioners working with children, observations are the most powerful approach we use (Daniel Rosa, 2015). When we evaluate a child's play, we make conclusions regarding the child's progress and needs in a variety of areas of the child’s development and learning (Daniel Rosa, 2015). The planning cycle demonstrates the interrelationships between observations, assessments, and planning as well as how they all add to the practitioner's understanding of the child’s needs (Daniel Rosa, 2015).
Children's learning can be observed and evaluated, which can help practitioners learn how the child develops. Moreso practitioners see how children make sense of their surroundings, how they utilise and develop language to enable them to communicate with others and think through careful, thorough, and attentive observation followed by well-informed assessment (Neaum, 2021).
Froebel believed that practitioners needed to understand the principles of observation, including professional practises, the multiple lenses through which they see children and how children see their world, and to consider the children's environments, including people and materials, as a key component of how they behave (Early Education, 2020). Froebel points out how the adult's responsibility was to study the children and recognise that the support required by children in their early years differs from what is required later on (Brodie, 2013).
According to Powell and Wellard, (2008) recognising the value of play has led in specific play policies to assure access to appropriate play opportunities from a health, education, and social care perspective throughout the UK. Webb and Brown, (2003) points out how certain studies of children who have been denied play have shown an initial developmental delay followed by improvement after play-based therapies (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Furthermore, it has been shown that children use indicators such as activity location, adult presence, and choice to judge whether or not an activity is play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). However children seeing an activity as play results in improved developmental effects since children can try out a wide range of behaviours with less chance of failure play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). According to (Brown 2003; Howard 2010a) when children approach an activity as play, they have influence over the direction and outcome of their actions, which boosts confidence and self-esteem (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
Fattore et al, (2007) points out how children indicate that being able to play helps to their happiness and well-being. Practitioners working with children who use play may promote emotions of well-being and foster development across domains by focusing on the provision of experiences that children understand to be play (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
Canning 2007; Payler 2007; McInnes et al. 2011 highlights how practitioners encourage children to approach their activities in a playful manner by becoming acquainted with adults who participate with them on equal terms as a play partner, using open rather than closed questions, allowing children to initiate and lead learning, and offering authentic choices about whether to participate in an activity (Howard and McInnes, 2012).
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