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What is play?
Play is described as a multiple set of behaviours identified by enjoyment and spontaneous activities (Florey, 1981) alternatively according to Grindheim (2017) it is an activity that is framed to involve children’s participation but limits their freedom. Brown (2003) suggests that play is created in a child’s world to prepare them for a productive adulthood and it is valued in many countries as a contribution towards healthy development (Lester and Russell, 2014). Play can be cognitive, neuromuscular, sensory, or a combination of all three and involves repetition of experimenting, exploring, experiencing and imitation of surroundings and others around them (Florey, 1981). Play is an important element of every child’s individual development, building on their emotional, social, physical, intellectual, and cognitive wellbeing (Flanagan, 1996).
Article 31 of the children’s rights states every child has the right to play in a wide range of activities including cultural and artistic ensuring they take time to relax (UNCRC, 1989). According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008b) while following the seven core aims every child has the right to access play, sport, cultural activities and leisure, and through play/active learning they develop thinking, expression, creativity, and imaginative skills. Play/active also promotes language and communication, it helps children to make sense of the world around them and develops skills of problem solving, numeracy, ICT and actively involves children in their own learning indoors and outdoors (WAG, 2008b). 
Self-directed play comes from the Froebelian approach which acknowledges the natural growth of children through play (Johnston and Nahmad-Williams, 2009). Learning was linked through first-hand experiences and play, and Froebel believed self-directed play was an expression of children’s creativity, imagination and understanding of the world around them (Hoskins and Smedley, 2018). This is also supported through research carried out by Colliver (2016) who concluded that children learn intrapersonal, cognitive and social skills through play at home before they start school, the evidence shows that through independent play children learn holistic aspects of family life and family membership.
Play Wales (2001) suggests that play is a child’s first process of self-directed learning and enables them to improve their knowledge and experience of the world. Self-directed play and exploration are important to children as they learn individual cultural skills that they need to survive in adulthood, by using their own self education children build resilience, develop instincts and learn socially how to adapt in their surroundings (Gray, 2014).
There are many types of play that contribute to children’s progression in development according to Sheridan et al (1999). Active play that contributes to the physical development of children, encouraging them to gain control of body movement, strengthens agility and co-ordination, teaching them how to be active and healthy and encourages them to use equipment and materials successfully and safely (Rodger, 2016). Explorative play which is used as part of the Montessori approach encourages children to explore and find the properties of objects through the senses of sight, smell, sound, touch and taste (Isaacs, 2012). Imitative play is when children copy repeated actions of others that they have seen or heard and enhances their social, cognitive and symbolic development (Audiopedia, 2017). Constructive play encourages children to create something they have visualised and planned using materials such as building blocks, twigs and many other materials, this requires the use of a combination of fine movements, sensory, cognitive and symbolic development. Pretend play inspires children to use imitation and observation to invent their own make-believe stories or situations, this can be encouraged through roleplay, and requires development of imagination and creativity (Opstad, 2016). Scaffhold play is directed by the child but guided by an adult, during play children are asked questions and have the opportunity to expand on what they already know through the interaction of the adult, this helps to extend their language and knowledge of the world around them (Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels, 2017).
Loizou (2017) states that play is a form of communication, children can communicate their needs and their knowledge of the world through play. Traumatised children can also benefit from messy play according to Gascoyne (2017) as messy play resources offer a tool to express and manage emotions, also through the sensory feedback they are able to learn control while having fun and this offers a way for children to communicate giving them a voice. 
The role of the adult during self-directed play is to ensure they create an opportunity for children to discover things for themselves, letting children explore and use their senses to understand the environment and world around them and install activities that explore children’s emotions and feelings (WAG, 2008a).  During scaffhold play practitioners can ask questions that invite extended responses and new inquiries, practitioners should provide meaningful feedback that encourages children to think and provide additional information that creates an opportunity for them to use vocabulary they are learning, making sure to give them time to respond and provide opportunities to circle back over children’s ideas for repetition in language (Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels, 2017). 

Why do we need to expose children to risk?
Exposing children to acceptable risks that have been evaluated is an essential part of learning and developing and can help children avoid seeking dangerous and thrill-seeking situations (WAG, 2008). Through exploration and experimenting, outdoor play enables children to assess risks (both physical and moral) for themselves and helps them to develop skills to manage the situation and build an understanding of what is good and bad behaviour (Edgington, 2014). According to Knight (2011) young children can actively push themselves until they reach their individual abilities and through exposing them to risk, they start to develop self-awareness. Risky play has a positive effect on children’s health indicators such as physical activity, social health, creativity and resilience and is necessary for children to reach the zone of proximal development through increasing the challenge in their ability step by step (Kleppe et al, 2017). Children also need outdoors and risky play to learn about seasons, different weather systems, the environment in which they live, different environments around the world and the importance of caring for nature to preserve their future (Dowling, 2010). According to HAPPEN (no date) children no longer feel safe playing in their communities and have a lack of recreational space and resources, therefore it is so important that children are given the opportunity to play outside during their day at school and learn about the environment through activities such as Forrest schools (Knight, 2011). One mistake that practitioners must not make with the outdoor area is to mirror the indoor learning because the outdoor environment offers so much more possibilities to extend on what they have already been learning (Ouvry and National Children's Bureau, 2003).
Research carried out by Sandseter and Beate (2007) clearly indicates that children enjoy risky play. There are many categories of risky play such as play with heights that involves children climbing, hanging/dangling, balancing and jumping down that can lead to injury through falling, this risky play was found to be the favourite during the research of Coe (2017). Play with speed such as sliding, running, swinging, or riding a bike that involves uncontrolled speed and could result in a collision was observed during the research of McFarland and Shelby (2018). Play with harmful or dangerous tools including the use of saws, hammers, or knives for whittling that could result in physical harm are part of everyday play in some German Preschools (Spȁth, 2016). Play near dangerous elements such as by a lake or river where there is a risk of falling in or a cliff edge that could be a risk from falling over (Sandseter and Beate, 2007). Rough and tumble play is play fighting, wrestling or fighting with sticks that could be a risk of physically hurting themselves or someone else, this play was observed during the research of Sandseter (2009). Play where children can get lost or disappear is described as when children adventure into new surroundings or walking alone and could end up getting lost (Sandseter and Beate, 2007). Caǧla (2018) carried out research that indicates many playgrounds in schools and the communities are not fully equipped for such play because they do not have the space or appropriate equipment, some areas had equipment that was not fit for use. The social media have also publicised that playgrounds are potentially dangerous for children resulting in parents preferring to keep their children home where they feel they are safe (Brown, 2003). 
Through outdoor and risky play children are encouraged to be natural explorers and discoverers and this provides the opportunity for children to build on their social and emotional skills through turn taking, problem solving, self-control, encouragement and safe risk taking (Kinser, 2019). The physical activities children endure during risky play enables them to express their enjoyment through running, jumping, climbing, throwing and kicking balls, they ride bikes and other toys using their balance and build on their motor skills and develop the habit of being active (Kinser, 2019). Kinser (2019) also stated that children who participate in physical activities and are exposed to natural light have a reduction in stress and sleep better at night.
Practitioners support this type of play through the school curriculum, but health and safety and hygiene policies and procedures must be followed by ensuring activities for children do not go beyond their individual abilities or level of understanding (Welsh Government, 2009). 
Parents have now become one of the barriers preventing children’s risky play as they have fears of their child being injured during such activities as climbing, play fighting or riding a bike on the street (Cevher-Kalburan, 2016). Research carried out by (McFarland and Shelby, 2018) reported that parents feel an emotional attachment to their child to protect them from harm resulting in restricted risky play.

Observation method for young children. 
The foundation phase profile was introduced in 2015, it is a statutory bassline assessment of children’s stages of development that is undertaken when children start school in reception (Welsh Government, 2015). The assessment of children’s learning and development is carried out throughout their time in the foundation phase (Welsh Government, 2017). According to Smidt (2005) observation is a valid and important educational tool as it provides evidence of where the child is at a particular point in time. The purpose of the profile is to ensure a nationally consistent assessment of children’s progress from reception until year two which aligns with the end of foundation phase outcomes (Welsh Government, 2011). ‘Through the use of observations and formative assessments, the profile supports practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum for all children’ (Welsh Government, 2019).
The process of carrying out a baseline assessment starts with reviewing information provided from previous settings and practitioners, health professionals, parents and the child (Welsh Government, 2017), it is important to communicate effectively with parents and other professionals to ensure the wellbeing of the child, Article 18 (UNCRC, 1989) and to develop relationships to allow effective information sharing (Hallet, 2003).  When children start reception class they need time to settle into their new surroundings and unobtrusive observations should be carried out during the first six weeks following their entry to reception to form a baseline assessment, the skills ladder which is easy to observe and used within the first term provides key information on supporting children’s early development (Welsh Government, 2017). There are seven statutory areas of learning in the foundation phase and the foundation phase framework sets out the curriculum and outcomes for three to seven-year olds in Wales progressing to meet the diverse needs of all children (Welsh Government, 2017). Children are observed and assessed throughout the foundation phase to assess their development and outcomes to ensure practitioners highlight their strengths and interests across all seven areas of learning and to plan for their progression (Allingham, 2012).
According to Smidt (2005) there are three purposes for assessment , firstly summative assessment which gathers information by questioning each child, testing or assessing them to establish what they have learned, this is then analysed and used for end of year reports to parents, practitioners also use assessments and take notes during activities to asses what children have learned by what they do, say and what they pay attention to, this is called formative assessment (WAG, 2008c). Thirdly there is diagnostic assessment which is used to identify a child’s difficulty when there is a concern about their learning, development or behaviour (Smidt, 2005).
For practitioners to support observations it is essential that practitioners understand child development and the needs of the child (WAG, 2008c). To ensure a quality of provision and an excellence of play in the learning environment practitioners must be committed to interact and engage in children’s play as role-models, providers, initiators, enhancers, contributors and advocates (Moyles, 2005).  When observing children attentively and with thought practitioners gain knowledge that is beneficial when thinking about development and learning (Smidt, 2005).
There are two types of observations that practitioners use. Participant observation which is what practitioners observe daily while directly working or playing with children, the information observed of significant achievement, progress or an incident is recorded onto a sticky note, diary or a classroom book (Palaiologou, 2008). Non-participant observation requires the practitioner to step to one side and not interact with the child or the activity and requires the observation to be planned as it needs preparation and organisation, the information is recorded on record sheets (Palaiologou, 2008). Information can also be recorded on technology that enables the observer to record achievements and progress through photographs, videos and audio (WAG, 2008c). When observing children, the information recorded should reflect what has been seen and heard (Smidt, 2005).
The Reggio Emilia approach according to Hong et al (2017) has had an influence on schools recognition that  children play better in environments that are rich in materials and full of possibilities, and recognises the importance of observing and documenting children’s interactions while at play within the learning environment  in order to build on their progression (Hong et al. 2017).
The reason for observing children using the baseline is to identify development to ensure practitioners deliver an appropriate, continuous, enhanced and focused provision based on children’s interests, their lines of enquiry and independent learning styles (Welsh Government, 2017). Observations will also determine if further action is needed for children who may need the support of special needs or additional learning, for this there are appropriate assessments designed to support identification of potential needs (Welsh Government, 2017).

The role of play during observations.
Play is important in children’s learning because it motivates, stimulates and supports communication, concentration, positive attitudes and gives children ownership of their learning experiences (WAG, 2008b). For practitioners to support this type of learning observations must be done to ensure activities are appropriate for their stage of development, ensuring plans are made for progression (WAG,2008b).
Through the pioneering work of Margaret McMillan children in Wales (FPF, 2015) are now able to play freely between inside and outside classrooms (Ouvry and National Children's Bureau, 2003). This is the perfect time to observe children according to Wood (2008) because freedom and movement are the key to quality learning and children can feel safe, relaxed and be open to new experiences (Ouvry and National Childrens Bureau, 2003) and during this time practitioners are able to record a true reflection of children’s achievements and discussions (WAG, 2008c). Play activities can be used to collect information about children and their relationships through reliable observation systems (Ridgers, 2010) such as the Foundation Phase Profile (Welsh Government, 2019).
When observing children at play it offers an insight into what really interests them at that particular time and helps practitioners to understand children individually (Smidt, 2005). Participant observations can be an immediate and simple tool to use when collecting information during play, as it enables practitioners to record spontaneous and unexpected behaviour and progress (Palaiologou, 2008). Through observations and assessments practitioners can monitor children’s ability to use the different areas of learning and use the information for planning and organisation of the environment (Ouvry and National Children's Bureau, 2003) ensuring the activities are measurable to the child’s development (Riddall-Leech, 2008). 
Research carried out by Howard and McInnes (2012) concluded that children who perceived an activity as play demonstrated a higher level of emotional well-being compared to the children who perceived the same activity as not play.
Even though there is a lot of literature that supports observing children through play there is negative to be found, for example if practitioners are not aware of different languages and cultures then observations will not be analysed effectively (Smidt, 2005). Research shows that practitioners who do not have a clear understanding of play and their role during play are at risk of disadvantaging children of enjoying the benefit of child-led play because interactions become pedagogic and the choice and control rests with the adult causing a strong style of framing (McInnes et al, 2011). Non-participant observations could be classed as an example of adult control as the activity is set with aims and objectives that the child is expected to reach (Palaiologou, 2008). This would not be facilitated through child-led play, so would activities be measurable to the child’s development? (Riddall-Leech, 2008). 
When recording observations, the practitioner writes down their perception of the event, but this could be completely different to how another practitioner will see it (Palaiologou, 2008). When writing down notes on sticky notes or the class book information is limited so it will not give a clear or complete picture of the activity or the child (Palaiologou, 2008). Lastly it could be questioned that if practitioners are made to follow policies on the curriculum (FPF, 2015) and policies for play that direct what is expected of children at the end of Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2011) then are the children really being given the opportunity for self-directed play?
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