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The Importance of Play
Oxford Lexico Dictionary (2022) describes play as an individual taking part in an activity for enjoyment rather than engaging for a serious or practical aim. 
Play is extremely important for children, as this is one of the main ways that a child can learn and enhance their development and learning. Children develop language skills, emotions and creativity, as well as social and intellectual skills, through play. Play encourages a child to gain knowledge and an understanding of themselves and others around them, explore their environment and how the world that they live in works. 
Article 31 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child highlights how all children have the right to rest and leisure, to be involved in play and recreational activities and to have experience in cultural life and arts (Unicef 2014). In view of the growing importance of play to children’s overall wellbeing and health, it should be promoted as much as possible. However, when a child is ill or has a chronic health condition that prevents them from playing or participating in recreational activities, additional support may be required to ensure that they can access play and recreation.

Sutton-Smith (2003, cited in The British Psychological Society Year, 2019, p. 2) highlights the different emotions that children experience through play which include determination, achievement, confidence, frustration and disappointment. He believed that these emotions could be made manageable through practice. 

During childhood there are six stages of play that children experience, which were first grouped by Mildred Parten in 1929. She developed a social behaviour theory where she observed young children at free play. Her findings led to the recognition of the six stages of play. The first stage being unoccupied play, which happens from birth up until three months old. This play involves the baby in moving their limbs such as kicking their legs and waving their arms. The next stage that happens up until the child is two years old is solitary play. This is where the child prefers to play on their own and is not interested in getting involved with other children’s activities. 
At the age of two, the child will start to gain interest in what other children are doing but will not play with them. This is called spectator/onlooker play. 
Between the ages of two and three years old, children enter the parallel stage of play. This stage involves the child playing alongside another child but not getting involved with them. When the child is between the ages of three and four they start to explore playing with another child with little interaction, this is called the associate stage. The last stage is where the child will begin to play and involved themselves with other children and this occurs after the age of four, known as cooperative play. (Paper Pinecone, 2019).

Solitary Play
Dean (2021) explains solitary play as the stage where a child will play independently and does not seem to be aware of the other children playing around them as they have not yet developed the social skills to play with others. This stage happens typically between the ages of two and three. 
Renae (2019) discusses how independent play is extremely important for a child as during this stage the child has time to think and explore their own mind, as they are playing alone. Playing alone will also encourage the child to think independently and come up with their own creative thoughts and ideas. 
Practitioners can support children in solitary play by allowing them the time to playing alone and to not interfere with their play. It is beneficial to the child for the adult to allow them to solve their own problems and use their imagination for their solutions. When the adult interferes and solves the problem for the child they will then start to become dependent on the adult and not think independently.
 
Solitary play is easily confused with parallel play as they both involve a child playing independently. However they do differ, for example, solitary play could be a child playing alone in the sandpit with no interest in what the other children around them are doing. On the other hand, parallel play will involve both children playing alongside each other in the sandpit but not with each other or interacting with one another. 
 
Parallel Play
Marygrace Taylor (2021) explains parallel play as a child who plays alongside another child but not with one another. She discusses how during parallel play, the child will secretly observe the child that is playing beside them which encourages the child to learn from others even though there is no interaction between them. Although it may be argued that this play may be viewed as anti-social and self-centered, however this stage is a very important part of their play development where they are observing and absorbing their surroundings. This play is the first stage of encouraging the child to interact with other children. 
This style of play is frequently seen as a stage of transition as the child will grow from the solitary stage and gain confidence to be more socially mature encouraging cooperative play. (Paper Pinecone, 2019). 

When a child is engaging in parallel play they are strengthening their development in different areas and experience many other benefits. The child’s language development will be enhance as even though the child is playing alone and not socialising, they are still listening to the adults and other children around them, picking up new vocabulary. The child may develop new skills involving their motor skills as they observe and start to copy other children that are near by. 
Several activities that involve parallel play will allow children to fully express their emotions and feelings. This will also allow the parents and practitioners to gain an insight of their child’s natural demeanour. 
The practitioner setting out toys in the middle of the room and encouraging the child to understand that these toys are for all the children to play with can support parallel play in practice. Encouraging a two year old to take part in parallel play can also be carried out by letting the child play with their own toys but next to other children. This will encourage the child to slowly step out of their comfort zone. If the child is interested in the other children’s toys it is beneficial to encourage sharing them with each other to inculcate the habit of sharing. (FirstCry Parenting, 2020). 

Child Led Play
Cicerchia (2022) describes child led play as allowing the child the responsibility of choosing what to do or what to play with, with no interference from an adult. A child choosing their own play is extremely beneficial to their health, well-being and development. It allows them to enhance their social skills by sharing and taking turns independently and not because they are being told to by an adult. 

Eyc (2016) said how child-led activities are suggested to take up a third of a child’s play. This will encourage their learning and development resulting in exceeding to the best of their abilities in life as choosing their own play will allow them to explore the world that they live in and allows them to understand for themselves how society works. Dr Saleem (2020) highlights how child-led play can enhance many abilities of the child such as their confidence, creativity, ownership, self-sufficiency and opportunities for expression.  Lowbridge (2017) discusses how by the child leading their own play they are more likely to be relaxed. Also, their resistance to learning may be decreased and enjoyment will be enhanced as they are learning in a way that they want to. 

Eyc (2016) explains the importance of the adult’s role during child-led play. She highlights how it is important that the adult understands the needs of the child so they can offer a variety of opportunities that is in the child’s best interest. The adult can conclude these findings through building relationships with the child to be able to understand their needs more. Also, carrying out observations on the child to find out what they are interested in and what they are not. This will allow the adult to set the room up with a variety of different equipment to allow the children to go and explore for themselves, supporting the child but not interrupting.  The adult must ensure that the environment where the child will be playing is safe with materials appropriate for the child’s age and development.

Dr Maria Montessori developed a method of learning that focuses on the child’s interests and curiosity. It is an approach to allow the children to become independent learners. It is a holistic approach that focuses on all aspects of the child’s development and not the specific pieces of information. Her approach is child-led and emphasises children of different age groups learning from each other, as she believed that children learn naturally from observing older children. Allowing the older children to promote their own learning by becoming teachers to the younger children. The practitioner’s role in Montessori’s method is to observe the children while they are playing naturally and only interfere when necessary. (LBoksmati, 2017).

There are many benefits to the Montessori approach such as the learning is child-centered and uninterrupted which allows for a level of engagement what is challenging to accomplish in a timed lesson. It also encourages cooperative play amongst children and to learn from one another as the environment is mixed with ages. A main benefit of this approach is how children are allowed to learn at their own pace, working their way through the curriculum when they are ready. 

Observations
It is the practitioner’s role to carry out observations on the children in the setting for many different reasons. The main reason why children are observed is for the practitioner to see what stage developmentally the child is at and to understand their individual needs to be able to provide them with the appropriate support. Children’s likes and dislikes can be concluded by carrying out an observation and this will help the practitioner to get to know the child more and forming a stronger relationship with them. It is an important aspect of the evaluation and planning process, as well as a solid foundation for reflection. 

A good observation is carried out when the child is naturally engaged in an activity that is freely chosen. If the practitioner is telling a child to carry out a certain activity so that they can be observed, the child may act in a nervous and anxious manner, which will lead in the results not being accurate. An environment that is high quality learning is vital to be able to observe children in a natural occurring situation and that is child-led. 

Although not all observations are recorded or written down, it is beneficial that they are to be able to gain a build up of records that will be able to be used as a resource for reflecting on and to plan for the child’s learning. 

Pacey (2016) explains the best way to observe a child is to not allow it to be time consuming. When the child is doing something that you need to observe, then write it down, as this is when the best and most accurate results are shown. 

Observations are extremely important for children as every child is different with their own abilities and needs and observations will be able to record these unique abilities. Observing children will also allow the practitioner to understand the unique qualities of each child. 

The Foundation Phase Profile
From September 2015 the Welsh Government introduced The Foundation Phase Profile. The Foundation Phase Profile is a tool use for assessing a child’s learning and development during The Foundation Phase stages and providing a guidance of what stage they are at. The Profile allows children to be observed in the four areas of learning which are;
· Personal and Social Development, Well-being and Cultural Diversity
· Language, Literacy and Communication skills
· Mathematical Development
· Physical Development

The Profile helps practitioners to deliver a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum by using observations and formative evaluations for all children.
(Early Years Wales, 2020)

The design of The Profile has been created to line up with evaluations carried out by health experts. It also supports early recognition and ensuring any support for children that is needed of any likely delay in development, Special Education Needs or Additional Learning Needs. 
The results of the observations are not statutory to be reported to parents, although it can be beneficial for them to see so they are aware of where their child is at and if any support is needed. 

The Profile consists of two separate parts, which are the Compact Profile and a Full Profile. Both of the parts compare the child’s learning and development assessments against a set of skilled ladders. The Compact Profile was created to be used as a starting assessment, for children at the age of five, which will concentrate on a certain set of ladders. This is the stage that provides important information that will help support the early recognition or additional learning needs within the child. 

As a child moves through the Foundation Phase they are assessed by the Full Profile which comprises a broader set of skills allowing for a more complete picture of their development. 

There are many benefits to The Foundation Phase Profile as it facilitates effective transitions by allowing practitioners to keep a track of the monitoring of the child’s learning and development from the time that they enter the Foundation Phase until the end. 
(Welsh Government 2018).

Similar to Wales’ Early Years Foundation Phase The Profile, England’s Early Years Foundation Stage has their own set of regulations that include two sets of assessments that all children in the Early Years Foundation Stage need to be assessed on. 

The two different sets are age-specific assessments and on-going assessments, however, they both share the topic of learning and development. 
Age-specific assessments happens between the age of two to three year olds where the practitioner will need to create a short summary paragraph, for the parents, on the child’s development, identifying their strengths and where they have any development delay. When the child is at the end of the EYFS, the practitioners must  carry out an additional assessment that will conclude all of the results from the ongoing assessments on the child. 

The second set of assessments is the ongoing assessments, which highlight what the child can and can not do. These results will help the practitioner to plan accordingly to support the child’s development. This assessment is carried out on a daily basis within the setting.  Carrying out ongoing assessments will allow both practitioner and parent to understand the child’s level of development, achievement and interests aiding with future planning and experiences appropriate for the child. 
(Early Years Matters 2022).

Play Therapy 
Play therapy is a therapy which children can express themselves primarily through play and creative materials. It is a beneficial way of allowing children to express their feelings and experiences in their own way. Play Therapy can be very beneficial for children who require therapeutic assistance.

Playful Pathways (2018) describes play therapy as child-led counseling that is designed for children that have difficulties with behaviour management, socialising, and their emotions. There are many children who are not able to talk about their experiences because they do not have the vocabulary to do so. Although, they are able to express themselves through play which is why play is so important. 
Play therapy allows children to face their difficulties in a safe and confidential manner. By children being given the experience of resources such as creative art materials, musical instruments, role play areas with costumes, sand trays, puppets and books can encourage them to express their problems through the play and act out how they are feeling on the inside. A benefit of this would be the children will be able to see, from a different perspective, what they are experiencing. 
The practitioners role during play therapy is to listen carefully and observe the child then feedback and reflect with them about any possible emotions that may help them to have a better understanding of themselves. 

During play, a child will be acting in an enjoyable, natural way being themselves and this is the best time to watch, listen and document their actions as they are showing their true selves. If a child is being observed under pressure such as during an adult-led activity, they are not going to provide accurate results of their development, as they may appear shy and unwilling to participate.
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