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Section 1
There are many different types of play, such as physical play, creative play, pretend play and risky play. 
Play is often thought of as something that children do for fun, but it is so much more than that, children need to play to learn, as they play their brain develops, muscles grow strong and they develop social, emotional and life-skills. Play is a serious business! 
Children have the right to play, article 31 of the UNCRC states that “Every child has the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.”

The 2 types of play that I will discuss here are free-play and loose parts play. 

Free-play, also referred to as self-directed play, is the type of play that is chosen by the child, following their own interests and imagination and does not have a specific goal.
Bottril (2018) stated that “play should be open-ended, give opportunities for self-chosen challenges, offer limitless possibilities and endless interpretations.” Similarly  Smidt, (2011) states that “play is whatever the individual wants it to be, either to meet a need, solve a problem or express a feeling.” 

Free-play is important as it encourages children to be curious and creative in their own way, as they explore and learn new connections are formed in the brain. All children have different interests and their own way of expressing themselves and free-play allows children to freely choose what they play with, how they play with it and where they play.  
Free-play has many benefits to a child’s holistic development, it promotes children’s problem solving skills, confidence and self-esteem by giving them choice and independence; language, social skills and conflict resolution are developed through free-play with others. Children’s fine and gross motor skills are developed through free-play which will help them later in life as they learn to read and write. 
Montessori schools encourage children to engage in self-directed play and uses a well planned environment and highly trained practitioners to help children master new skills and encourage them to become independent learners. The Montessori approach has been proven to have positive benefits to a child’s well-being. 
An adults role in free-play is to create an enabling environment by offering children the resources and materials he or she needs to develop their skills. By effective use of the planning cycle a practitioner will be able to observe a child’s free play, assess the skills that they used and plan for what is next, and what resources they can offer the child next to enhance their learning.
The environment needs to be varied, with lots of stimulating resources for the children to explore and interact with. 
During free-play an adult does not need to get involved in the play, unless invited to do so, but to offer support if required and to offer praise and encouragement to the child.

The term “Loose parts play” was introduced by Simon Nicholson, his Theory of loose parts (1971),  explains that loose parts play is “the activity of children manipulating and using open-ended materials as they play.”
Loose parts can be natural items such as sticks, shells, conkers, flower petals, leaves and driftwood; or manufactured items such as milk crates, cardboard boxes, pieces of fabric, play dough, kitchen utensils, plastic pipes and much more. 

Children should be able to access the collections of loose parts and be allowed to move them, merge them, stack them, investigate them in whatever way that they want to. Transportation, transforming, positioning and connecting schemas are well supported by loose parts play. 
The adults role in loose-parts play is similar to free-play, to provide the resources and enable play to happen. Adults should be aware of play cues and observe the children at play.
Young children learn through their senses, they make sense of the world by sight, sound, touch, smell and taste. Loose parts play supports sensory development by giving the children opportunities to explore with their senses. 
Loose parts play has many benefits to young children’s development. According to Dempsey and Strickland (1993), loose parts play encourages children to “manipulate their environment.” Piaget theorised that when children manipulate and experiment they are developing an understanding of the world and abstract concepts. 
Fine and gross motor skills are developed by handling the objects and using their bodies to build, transport and balance. 
Children are encouraged to use their imaginations and problem-solving skills, and as there is no right or wrong way to play with loose parts the children are learning from their own experiences.  
During loose parts play children show many characteristics of effective learning such as becoming deeply involved in their play, showing curiosity and developing perseverance and resilience. 


Section 2 
Maria Montessori said that “play is the work of children”, it is through play that children learn what their own bodies can do and how they make sense of the world around them. 
Children are curious by nature and there is a lot of research that shows the benefits of children choosing their own play. Play Wales (2018) defines play as being “ freely chosen, intrinsically motivated  and personally directed.” All children learn in different ways, and may be developing different schemas, by giving children choices in their play we are supporting brain development and learning as they grow and develop. For example a child who is enabled in the transporting schema to transfer objects from one container into another is developing their hand and eye co-ordination, dexterity and strengthening their hands. 
Children’s choice has been recognised in the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child, specifically in Article 31, which says that “children and young people have the right to have fun in the way they want to, whether by playing sports, watching films or doing something else entirely.”
The new curriculum for Wales (2022) recognises the importance of giving children choices and being enabled to follow their own interests in their play, for the Well-being of the child. It states that children’s well-being is enhanced by adults who provide a range of choice within their play and by adults who encourage children to be actively involved in their own learning. 
Continuous provision within a Foundation phase setting describes all the areas of provision that are available for your children to use every day. Within each of these areas there will be a range of resources that can be used to learn skills and provide learning opportunities. Well planned areas should have a range of accessible resources that give children choices to express their own ideas and follow their own interests. 
Froebel’s theory (1837) focused on child-led play in well prepared environments. He believed that children should be allowed time to discover how things work, through purposeful activities which are of interest to the child. He acknowledged that children learn differently and at different rates and that practitioners should respect each child’s learning pace. Froebel stated that practitioners should guide children’s learning, helping them to develop autonomy and respect for others and by learning from their mistakes by trial and error. 
Adults play many roles in children’s play and learning, according to Rose and Rogers (2102) there are seven key roles that adults take . These are the Critical reflector, the Carer, the Communicator, the Facilitator, the Observer, the Assessor and the Creator. 
Reflecting on and challenging practice, our values and and expectations contribute to creating a learning environment that meets the child’s needs and interests. Adults working with children need to be knowledgeable about child development, “passionate about their work and motivated to improve the lives of the children in their care (Dadds,1995).
Children need to feel safe and secure in their environment for them to have the confidence to explore. Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs theory tells us that children’s basic needs of food, safety, love and self-esteem must be met before a child is able to be fully engaged and motivated to learn. 
Effective communication is an essential part of an adults role in children’s play. Children learn by communicating and connecting with other people. Vygotsky (1986) theorised that children learn language by ‘observing and interacting with their cultural group’, and that they use language as a tool for shaping their thinking. 
Facilitating a child’s learning involves the adult using a range of their skills, such as being aware of a child’s interests, knowing when to interact in a child’s play, and when not to, modelling and using open-ended questions  to empower children in their decision making and problem-solving. 
Observations and assessments are statutory requirements of the new Curriculum for Wales (2022),  to “enable each individual learner to make progress at an appropriate pace, ensuring they are supported and challenged accordingly.” Drummond (2003) explained the observations and assessments that we do as “the ways in which, in our everyday practice, we observe children’s learning, strive to understand it, and then put our understanding to good use”, 
These observations and assessments will help practitioners to plan opportunities to extend children’s learning and plan for their next steps through play.
Creating enabling environments that are rich in a range of resources that are beneficial to the children’s stage of learning and encourage children’s play and natural curiosity will support children’s learning. These well planned, risk-assessed, learning environments should be both indoor and outdoors to offer a range of multi-sensory experiences. 


Section 3 
There are many methods that can be used to observe children’s play and assess how they are developing in the key areas of child development. 
Some examples of observation methods are the Foundation phase profile, the Leuven scale, movement trackers and running records. 
The method I will discuss is a running record. 
A running record is a child centred observation method that has been used by teachers and childcare practitioners for many years. It involves writing down everything that you see and hear in the exact order that it occurs. Actions, body language, facial expressions and non-verbal communication should also be recorded.  
A practitioner must write in the present tense, using as much detail as possible, but being careful not to add any opinions or comments in their notes. Bentzen (2009) highlighted the importance of writing descriptively by saying that “you will know you have gathered good evidence when you can close your eyes and you can see the images in your mind as they are described in your running record.”
Running records are an informal way of observing what a child does while at nursery, what areas he or she likes to visit, what resources they play with and who they interact with during the observation period. It is important to write about both the behaviour that is seen during an observation and the situation that it was observed in. 
A running record is quick and easy to conduct without need for many resources, all that is needed is a pen and paper and time to conduct the observation. Observing a child for approximately ten minutes would give an insight into how engaged the child is and what they enjoy doing. The practitioner needs to stand back and observe without adulterating the child’s play, the practitioner must not ask questions or try to change the child’s play.
A running record is a useful tool when a child starts at a new setting to see what their interests are, what they can do and to assess their skill levels in an informal way that is not intrusive. Ideally a running record would be carried out regularly to see how the child’s skills have developed over time, to monitor the child’s development and highlight strengths and weaknesses. 
It is important that information gathered, during all types of observation, is used effectively and practitioners realise why we observe children and that systems are in place to collect and collate the information that work for the whole team. According to the Department for Children, Schools and families 2009, “simply gathering information about a child is not enough. It is how the information is used to affect children’s opportunities and experiences which makes a difference to their learning and development.”
Running records should be used to plan for the child’s learning, following the observation practitioners should be given time to reflect on the observation and assess the skills that have been seen during the observation period to enable them to plan for the child’s future learning. 
These records should be kept in the child’s file to make sure that it is available to be shared with others and to enable practitioners to plot individual children’s progress. Running records can also show practitioners which areas of their provision are not being utilised by the children. 
A running record can give a holistic view of the child if observations are carried out at different times throughout the day and in different areas when the child is involved in different activities. 
Knowledgeable practitioners will be able to look at what is motivating the child to play and explore and spot stages of the play cycle in the child’s play. This knowledge enables the adults to conduct better observations of children’s play.
There are some disadvantages of using running record observations also, some of the disadvantages are that they can be time consuming for staff, in a busy nursery or classroom environment it is not always possible to release a member of staff to be out of ratio to conduct running record observations on each child. Children also move fast and it can be difficult to keep up with them as they move from one activity to another.  Another difficulty of observing a child using a running record is that if a child knows that they are being watched they may react differently. 
In conclusion running records can be an effective observation tool to be used alongside other methods of observation by knowledgeable practitioners. 



Section 4 

When observing children at play it is important that adults have a good knowledge of the play cycle. The play cycle was developed by Sturrock, G and Else, P in 1998. 
Experienced practitioners will learn to understand the steps involved in the cycle to better support children’s play. 
The play cycle tells us that play begins with a spark of imagination by one child which is followed by a play cue. The play cue is an invitation, either verbal or non-verbal, to another child to create play. If the play cue is acted upon then the play cycle continues with a play return. This is where play happens, children may become completely engrossed in their play which is described as flow in the play cycle. Play takes place within a play frame, which can be a physical boundary such as hedges or the agreed set of rules for the game. Play might only last a few seconds or could go on for weeks. Play comes to an end when one of the children ends the play, this is called play annihilation or by play adulteration when an adult gets involved in the play. 
With good knowledge practitioners can ensure that play continues by understanding the stages of play and how to better observe children’s play. 
Research by Howard and Mc Innes showed that children develop their own understanding of ‘play and not play’ based on their experiences. An example of this in a classroom environment would be if a child had only experienced adult initiated activities at the table and free play on the floor, the child will pick up on these cues and think that anything they are asked to do at the table is not play. Their research tells us that children’s perceptions of ‘play and not play’ has an influence on their problem solving skills. Children were shown to be more independent and less distracted when completing a task that they have chosen on the floor, with no adult present, than when they have been told to complete a task at a table with an adult. 
A finding of this research was that when children perceive an activity to be ‘play rather than not play’, they show more signs of emotional well-being. The research also highlighted that children’s views should be considered when creating environments that are both engaging and playful, this can be done by involving them in the planning of environments and finding out what they would like to learn about. 
When observing children it is important that practitioners stand back so that the child does not realise that they are being observed, if a child knows that they are being watched they may change their behaviour to please the adult. When children are observed in play it allows them to be seen in their natural state. These observations should be shared with parents and other practitioners as research has shown that effective partnerships where both parties work together to understand a child’s individual needs has a positive impact on children’s development. 
Children should be observed completing both planned and child led activities to give practitioners a detailed picture of what the child understands, what choices the children have made, the relationships the child has with their peers and the children’s involvement in their learning. 
There are differing view points on theories of observing children. Cognitive-constructive theorists, such as Montessori and Froebel say that parents and teachers should stand back and allow children to learn in resource-rich environments; while socio-cultural theorists, such as Vygotsky theorised that adults and children learn from each other, by providing engaging and challenging activities he theorised that reciprocal learning occurs. He theorised that adults Vygotsky’s studies were completed in the 1920’s and 1930’s in Russia, although some of his strategies such as scaffolding and sustained shared thinking are still valid, his ideas on adults getting involved in children’s play do not support children’s learning through play and child-led learning. 
As a conclusion children that are enabled to choose where and what they play with in environments that are both rich in resources that are safe and suitable for their stage of learning, with playful practitioners that have good knowledge and experience of the play cycle  will help to empower children to become capable and ambitious learners. 










