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Section 1.
What is play and why is it important?
Play is the universal language of childhood.  It is through play that children understand each other and make sense of the world around them (play Scotland, 2019).  Play is an activity carried out by children purely for enjoyment and amusement (Play Therapy Uk, 2017).
The Welsh Government Play Policy (2002) defines play as follows:
play encompasses children's behaviour which is freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. It is performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and integral part of healthy development - not only for individual children, but also for the society in which they live.
Play has a positive impact on a child’s social and emotional development, Play has been recognised as a basic human right by the United Nations commission for human rights (Brown and Patte, 2013).
There are many different types of play.  For example, Explorative play, Creative play, Role play, Active play, rough and tumble and deep play.  This section will focus on Explorative play and consider how this type of play can support a child’s Holistic Development.
Explorative play allows the children to learn about the world around them and how they can make an impact.  It involves all the child’s senses.  This type of play starts early on in a baby’s life when they start to make sense of the world around them.  For example, playing with their hands, hand to mouth, realising that the sound comes from a rattle when you shake it.  All these small things are how a child starts to make sense of the world around them (NHS. Greater Glasgow and Clyde, 2017).
Exploratory play allows the child to handle and manipulate objects and gain access to factual information.  By using the water and sand trays the child can learn about empty and full and differences between liquids and solids.  This type of play can help the child learn how to learn and develop a love of learning (Learning through experiences, 2019).
Maria Montessori (1952) believed the children were curious by nature and are capable of much more than you think.  When given the freedom to freely explore their environment and given plenty of well planned, engaging and thoughtful explorative activities to complete.  She believed in creating a child centred environment, where everything was accessible and within reach of the child.  She wanted to create a space that evoked a child’s senses. She provided children with child sized real life objects.  She believed that children needed real tools to be able to do real work.  Instead of concerning ourselves on whether a tool is dangerous or to sharp we should be teaching the child the correct way to use the tool, enabling the child to carry out the task and remain safe.  A child will remember more from what they learn though hands on experience.  Planting a seed, watering and caring for that seed and watching it grow into a flower will stay with that child far longer than being told how the flower grew (Garhart Moonet,2013).
Using your senses through exploratory play can help to develop the nerve connections within the brain, develop both fine and gross motor skills, cognitive growth, develops problem solving and the ability to think scientifically as well as supporting language development and aiding social interaction (Good Start Early learning, 2016).
What is self-directed play?
Self-directed play is what materialises when children are allowed to choose what and how they play for themselves, making up the rules as they go along.  This type of play will enable the child to take healthy risks, develop critical thinking skills and problem-solving skills as well as communicate their feelings to one another, there is also no fear of failure as there is no right or wrong way to play (Housley Juster, 2015)
The role of an adult in Self-directed play is purely that of an observer.  As an adult it is easy to think that things should be used or carried out a certain way, often feeling the need to jump in and show the child the correct way to do it.  By standing back and observing it is possible to witness these children discovering their own outcomes.  Discovering these things for themselves will help to develop a sense of accomplishment.  Children are very good at seeing possibilities that nobody else has even imagined (Hollis Montessori school, 2018)

Section 2.
Why is it beneficial to expose young children to risk?
 What is meant by risk?  Risk is a situation whereby you are exposed to a threat or danger. (Oxford dictionary,2011) When referring to risky play, it is describing an unpleasant, unpredictable or unwanted event.   (Play wales, 2019)
Children of all ages have an innate desire to seek out adventurous and exciting play opportunities these opportunities will often come with risks.  Practitioners need to find a way to allow children to take managed risks without them being at serious risk of harm.  These play opportunities are often more engaging and will allow for healthy growth and development, creating more resilient, confident and competent children. (play wales, 2019)
By allowing children to take physical risks they learn what their bodies are capable of and build on their perceptual motor skills as well as balancing their emotions and dealing with fears and phobias. (Cevher-Kalburan and Ivrendi, 2016)
Quality play provision will provide children with some opportunities to take risks.  If these opportunities aren’t provided the children may seek out these opportunities for risk elsewhere.  Often leading them to unsafe and more seriously dangerous situations. (Play wales, 2019)
Risky play has many benefits to the child such as: Problem solving skills, social, physical and mental development, nurture the child’s curiosity, develop independence and increase confidence, learn their own capabilities, increase self-esteem, develop emotional resilience, help develop balance and co-ordination, increase academic performance and help to keep children healthy. (Play Scotland, no date)
Adults will often have misplaced anxiety around a child’s risky play by worrying about what could go wrong.  As a practitioner it is important that you establish a balanced approach.  Weighing up the risks against the benefits in a risk benefit assessment will allow the practitioner to take a balanced and thoughtful approach, whilst allowing the child to enjoy more engaging activities without placing them in undue danger. (Gill, no date)
The Health and safety Executive (no date) discuss the risk benefit assessment and state that when planning for play opportunities it is not about eliminating all risk but to weigh up the risks and the benefits. The focus should be on reducing the real risks, while increasing the benefits of play to the children.  Play wales (2012) state practitioners need to find the balance between risks and benefits.  This can be done by carrying out risk assessments.  The practitioner will have to look at a risk benefit trade off.  Eliminating any serious risk of harm but allowing for an element of risk taking.  Schools are uniquely placed to provide children with the opportunity to take measured risks thus helping them to deal with these risks in the wider world in the future.
The play safety forum was established in 1993 to help ensure a balance between risk and safety in respect to play. (play wales, 2012) The play safety forum exists to promote the well-being of children through ensuring there is a balance between safety, risk and challenge in respect of play and leisure opportunities.  They advise on policy and practice in relation to risk benefits and safety ensuring this advice is available to Government departments, agencies and regulators. (Play safety forum, no date)
Giving children the opportunities for risky play allows them to develop their risk competence and risk perception skills.  According to Nutkins, McDonald and Stephen (2013) it is asserted that children allowed to take risks in play will be better equipped to cope in an unpredictable world, develop better social skills, be more creative, pro-active and have improved problem solving skills, develop resilience and mental well-being.  Looking at it from the other side, where children are not allowed the same freedom to take risks it has been said that they may be unable to assess risk and frequently put themselves into risky situations and make poor judgements, lack resilience and persistence often affecting there learning, inability to cope with a variety of situations making them more likely to suffer from stress related illnesses.
It is a growing concern now that as children are being more sheltered from taking risks that it is having a direct impact on their mental health.  Rather than shielding children from problems why not teach them how to deal with them.  By helping children to develop resilience whilst young they can develop into resilient adults who are able to deal with all situations (Miller and Devereux, 2004).
Section 3.
The benefits and limitations of observation using The Foundation Phase Profile.
The Foundation phase profile was introduced to support the assessment of a child’s learning and development during their time in the Foundation phase.  Its purpose is to provide a nationally consistent base line assessment which lines up with end of phase outcomes.  By carrying out observations and formative assessments its intention is to allow practitioners to provide a holistic curriculum that is developmentally appropriate for all children.
The profile sets out to assess children by observing them in Four Areas of learning.  These are: Personal and social development, cultural diversity and well-being.  Physical development, Mathematical development and Language, Literacy and communication.  These observations are generally carried out during the first six weeks that the child attends full time school and will look at a range of skills, such as: social interaction, independence and personal care, counting, pattern, mark making and listening and understanding (Welsh Government, 2017a).
The Foundation phase profile is started when the child enters Flying start, so therefore it provides practitioners with a consistent method of recording observation and assessment data.
When carrying out these observations’ practitioners will see that each child is unique in their abilities and they will provide staff with valuable information about the children as individuals.  Having this information will ensure that the child is at the centre of the planning (Early years matters, 2019)
These observations are an invaluable source of information and allow the practitioners to support the children more effectively.  They support the planning process so that the practitioner can identify the individual’s learning needs and assess whether there is a need to seek professional help should any concerns arise (Riddall-Leech, 2008).
Carrying out observations helps to build a clear picture of a child, their likes and dislikes, learning style and level of concentration.  Regular observations will allow the practitioner to gain an accurate picture of the child’s progression and allows for new target setting to try and challenge each child to reach their full potential (Northern Ireland Curriculum, 2006).
The Foundation phase profile supports Article 29 of the United Nations conventions of the rights of a child by ensuring that the planning after observations is child centred and tailored to the individuals learning style to ensure that every child has the opportunities to become the best that they can be (Children’s and young people’s commissioner Scotland, 2020)
These observations are intended to be carried out in a natural way allowing the practitioner to see the real child, occasionally when the practitioner is not seeing the desired outcome or behaviour the practitioner may  try to encourage the child in order to make an informed judgement.  In those circumstances the practitioner is not seeing the natural outcome (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008a) (p.3)
These observations can often lead to the early identification of Additional learning needs or any developmental delays (Welsh Government, no date)  However, the Foundation phase profile is not intended to be used to fully assess children with additional learning needs, merely to refer them for further assessments and support. (Welsh Assembly, 2017b) Having these needs addressed as early as possible is in the best interest of the child and enables the practitioner to seek out the relevant support to help the individual child
Once observations have been completed, all the data is recorded on a record wheel by shading in the appropriate circle.  This enables the practitioner to be able to see a clear view of each child’s development at a glance, and easily see any areas where support is needed (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008b) (p7)
Some children can prove to be challenging to assess and if that child is given an outcome of ‘emerging’, it may not provide the key stage one teacher with a full picture of that child’s learning and development when they reach the end of the Early years foundation phase, in this instance further information would need to be include to go alongside the Foundation phase profile judgements to ensure a smooth transition process takes place (Standards and testing agency, 2018)
The Donaldson report states that current assessment procedures are confusing and should be simplified.  He also believes that involving children in the assessment process will encourage them to take greater control of their own learning, with the view of having their own online e-portfolio which they could add achievement badges to.  This would enable the child to clearly see their own achievements and progression in an easy to view and child friendly way (Donaldson Report, 2018).
Section 4.
Does observing children in play give a more accurate picture of their development? Is play important, and how can an adult support this.
Play is an important part of a child’s development, it can assist in the development of social skills, enhancing communication skills, developing persistence and negotiating skills.  So, it is an ideal time to make observations (Brown and Patte, 2013)
In order to gain a clear understanding of a child’s development and achieve the most accurate assessment it is essential to observe children whilst they absorbed in child-initiated learning.  An adult can help this by providing a high-quality learning environment for the child to explore, with plenty of opportunities for playful learning experiences.  Observing children through play will give the practitioner a holistic picture of the child, allowing them to truly see what interests and motivates their learning (Nursery world, 2006).
Carrying out observational assessments whilst the child is going about their everyday activities will give you a true representation of what a child can achieve without being dependant on adult support (Standards and testing agency, 2020)
Many practitioners believe that observing children when in play will give you a clearer picture of the whole child, during play you will see a more natural side to the child and will often show a greater language competence when conversing with others their own age (Bennett et al. 1997)
When Children are playing, they are usually more engaged and focussed on the activity at hand, the children will be more likely to give things a go when it is perceived as play, as they feel less pressure, and will be less concerned with failure.  Not having that pressure to achieve will have a positive effect on their emotional well-being.  When that same child is called away from what they perceive to be play, to take part in an adult led activity, they will often be distracted and eager to go back to play, not giving their full attention to the task (Howard and McInnes, 2012)
However, if observations were only carried out during play it could be difficult to keep track of progression.  For it to be carried out effectively observations would need to be ongoing and a clear record kept, ideally carried out by the same adult each time, as adults interpretations of what the observe and what they consider to be progress can vary greatly (Moyles, 1989)
Practitioners play an active role in creating and sustaining playful learning environments, by observing the children playing, a practitioner may notice that someone has a natural ability to be creative.  The practitioner can indirectly teach by providing an area with lots of creative materials available allowing that child to improve their skills without directly being taught.  Providing the materials and allowing the free choice to create whatever they choose.  Also by adding things to the role play area and allowing the children to extend there play experience, for example the addition of a till, shopping basket and toy food can provide a new shop where children can take on the role of shop keeper and customer allowing for new play scenarios (Bruce, 2001).
Children all develop at different rates, this should be planned for and supported by offering varied resources in the classroom which can allow children to challenge themselves and extend their learning (Estyn, 2015).
Smith (2010) cited in (Crowley, 2014) Although play can be beneficial in a child’s development, play alone isn’t enough and should be supported by other experiences such as instruction, observation and general socialisation.
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