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                                                                  Play: Theory and Practice. 

Section 1 – Evidence of a clear understanding of the importance of a variety of play types including self-directed play. The significance of holistic play should also be considered.
One of the most important considerations of this study is that play is an open-ended activity which allows endless opportunities and challenges (Bottrill, 2018). The meaning of play is infinite as it offers endless interpretations and reinterpretations for children when given these opportunities and challenges. According to the Welsh Government (2014), when it comes to free play it has no external goals set by adults. Instead play is led by the child themselves, this plays an important role in children’s healthy development. Lai, k (2018) agrees with Welsh Government (2014), that play should be self-directed by the child and not competitive. In order for children to play, home environments need to provide objects such as toys to allow the child to have an imaginative mind, this gives children the ability to learn about the world around them. It is often said that if children are not restricted from play it will benefit their holistic development as this allows them to take risk and will meet their development and social needs (Lai, k 2018).  Following this, the (UNCRC, no date) state that every child should have the right to participate freely in play activities, but children also have the right to rest and leisure which allows them to learn about cultural life and arts through play which is fundamental for a child’s holistic development. 
Let us begin to consider that there are many different types of play, such as messy play and risky play. According to Lavrysen (2015), risky play should be encouraged for children at home, and in settings like outdoor environments as all these different environments have different opportunities that will allow children to take beneficial risks that support the child’s development. Following this, children have the curiosity to take risks and they naturally seek to test their boundaries. It is often said when children are involved in play activity’s they feel a form of excitement and a sense of curiosity, and this allows children to develop skills such as risk taking and how to cope when situations may be different from what they except (Lavrysen, 2015). Early years setting’s need to consider how there outdoor and indoor environment can allow children to have that form of curiosity and challenges. Lavrysen (2015) mentions that if adults are overprotective of a child when they are taking beneficial risks, then this could impact on a child’s health and how they react within challenging situations. Kleppe (2018) suggests that play is valuable for children and that it allows children to experience emotions. First, these experiences allow children to explore emotions such as fear and hesitation, this allows children to experience realistic risks which supports their development. Vygotsky noted in Kleppe (2018) believed that practitioners should guide, use hints, and give children ideas when children play, as this allows children to learn about how to solve problems through real life situations when using risky play. According to Vygotsky’s theory, zone of approximate development, it is important that practitioners need to observe the child through play as this allows them to look at how much guidance and support children need during risky play. 
Another concept form of play is messy play, it allows children do use all their senses; touch, smell, hear, taste and vision. Messy play can involve using materials like sand, water, and clay. These type of materials are known as sensory materials, which are key to children learning about the world around them and themselves (Gascoyne, 2019).  Messy play is similar to risky play as it allows children to explore the environment which gives them the ability to discover, control and transform. According to Gascoyne (2019) Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory believes children learn best when they feel safe and secure, this then allows them to experience the world around them through play.  Early Years resources (2018) state that messy play has many benefits in supporting a child’s development. These benefits include children’s fine motor skills which help with children’s coordination when using small movement in their body. It is known that messy play can be used to help a child’s holistic development and a child’s boundaries (Early Years resources, 2018). According to Alharbi (2022), messy play should be a free environment for children where they explore independently. Piaget (date) believes that when children are playing, they should interact with other children to allow them to develop language, communication and exploring skills. This, in return supports a child’s holistic development. Alharbi (2022) states that play should also be used for mathematics and science, these should be real life hands on experiences for children. 
Parallel play is beneficial for children’s holistic development and is way for children to use communication and language skills while interacting with other peers and adults through play (The Montessori- minded mum, 2024). The Montessori- minded mum (2024) states that parallel play increases confidence, as they learn new skills from peers, develop social skills and relationships. Parallel play also provided opportunities for children to explore their emotions, empathy, compassion, and kindness when playing with others. 
2. Evidence of a clear understanding of why it is important for children to choose their own play and the importance of the role of the adult in children’s play.
According to Early years matters (2023) play is essential for a child’s development because it allows children to develop language skills, intellectual skills, emotional and social skills. These do not only support the child’s holistic development, but it allows children to learn new skills, take risks and solve problems. This allows the child to be educated by the world around them (Early years matters, 2023). To ensure that play is provided for children, having a positive role model such as an adult, who can provide these resources and opportunities are vital. These opportunities and resources will allow the child to develop their language, intellectual, emotional, social, and imaginative skills (Early years matter, 2023). 
The role of an adult in the Early years setting is considered essential when it comes to learning through play. Pedagogy in the early years setting should be used effectively, this means enabling adult-led play and self-directed play (Mclnnes and Howard, 2013). Following this, adults should use open-ended questions and should facilitate opportunities that will enable the child to solve-problems. Mclnnes and Howard (2013) suggest that using these strategies will allow the child to build an interest in self-directed play and have a positive outcome on learning about the world around them. Furthermore, not only do adults need to provide opportunities for a child while playing, but they need to ensure that the play environment is a positive, secure, and safe space, and is an open for the child to explore safely. 
The Welsh Government (2023) agrees that during play, practitioners need to create an environment where children are able to emotionally express themselves and to promote these feelings in a positive way. During play, adults need to be a positive role model and support children when being shown what a child likes or dislikes, by observing the child (Welsh Government, 2023). During play, practitioners need to create an inclusive environment to ensure all children’s needs are being met and that everyone can have the opportunities to develop important skills (Mclnnes and Howard, 2013). 
According to Mclnnes and Howard (2013), using child-led play is more effective for a child’s development, it allows adults to observe the child and gives an insight on the quality of play for that individual child. The meaning of self-directed play is that it is a child led activity which has no specific goals or targets, but is based on that individual child, this is a natural form of play for children in the early years. Self- directed play also allows children to develop skills around motivation and enthusiasm, while engaging in activities about the world around them and about the environment they are in. The meaning of self-directed play encourages a child’s curiosity about different aspects of the play. Allowing the child to be creative, motivated and have that sense of freedom while playing. For self-directed play to be possible for the child, practitioners need to ensure that the child feels a sense of belonging. According to Howard and Mclnnes (2013), who agree with (Stone, 2016) stating that, play should be seen as an activity, as this supports their well-being and their overall holistic approach to learning. Accordingly, children have a natural interest in play, and this is a part of a child’s development. Ledendecker (2020) also notes that, by enabling the child to feel a sense of joy, the practitioner needs to be a positive role model and needs to motivate children to find this feeling during play. As a practitioner’s observation is important to be able to support the child as an individual and this can support the child in finding that sense of joy (Ledendecker, 2020). Furthermore, self-directed play not only looks at the child’s interest, but it looks at a child’s holistic approaches such as emotional, social, physical, and intellectual, this allows children to have opportunities which is valuable for the child (Stone, 2016). 
According to the Welsh Government (no date) play is a key part in the new curriculum for Wales as it looks at play from a child’s holistic approach, and it looks at how quality can work in the early years setting. It is generally considered today that all early year’s settings in Wales, and all practitioners need to ensure that children’s right’s having to be considered when planning play activities. This is to ensure that curriculum work such as Mathematics and Sciences are learnt through methods of play (Welsh Government, no date). Following this, learning environments also need to ensure that family and/or careers are also involved in the child education. Vygotsky emphasises the importance in collaboration work between teacher, parents/career, and children (McLeod, 2024). Following this, teachers should support families with a child’s holistic development and look at how the family structure can support a child’s play in early year education. Vygotsky also emphasises the importance of social interaction when a child is playing. He believes that children can learn about the world around them independently, and having more knowledge can support the child’s holistic development through observation (Mcleod, 2024). 
Section 3 – In depth discussion and understanding of an observation method for young children. Choose from the following observation types.
The meaning of observation is a process which allows practitioners to identify any challenges and strengths that the child may have. By doing this, practitioners need to be watching and listening to the child’s behaviour through play, this allows practitioners to gather evidence (Welsh Government, No date). For example, this enables the practitioner to assess the child’s process and to plan what opportunities the setting needs to provide to tackle these challenges. According to the Welsh Government (No Date), observations should not only be done around indoor environments, but practitioners should also observe the child in an outdoor environment, as this allows practitioners to have a holistic view on a child’s development. One the most important consideration of this study is that practitioners need to ensure that children understand their own achievements and weaknesses, as this can support a child on how they can improve. The Welsh Assembly Government (2008), states that allowing the child to understand their own achievement can support a child’s well-being and self-esteem, knowing how the child is feeling is important to observe as practitioners can see how the child reacts to opportunities and challenges. Another fact is that parents/carers should also be allowed to express their opinions and feelings. This can then allow them to support the environment, finding the best way that it works for a child, or having support from practitioners with understanding how to support the child in a home environment (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). 
‘The schedule of growing skills’, known as a scale-based observation, is an individual form of assessment which can be used from birth to the age of five. According to the WJEC (2019) the schedule growing skills is a valuable form of observation as it allows practitioners to identify the level of development on that individual child. The first aspect to note is that the schedule of growing skills has eight key principles: locomotor, manipulative, visuals, hearing and language, speech and language, interactive social skills, self-care skills and cognitive (Schedule of Growing skills, 2022). The benefits of ‘The schedule of growing skills’ is that it allows practitioners to identify a child strengths and what areas of development the child may be delayed which, allowing practitioners to refer the child to any agencies that can support the child’s development (Gl Assessment, 2024). Secondly, another benefit for the schedule growing skills-based observation, is that it’s a quick process but it also has clear instructions on the next best step to support a child’s development (WJEC, 2019). Furthermore, if the process is done quickly then practitioners could loose key elements that the child may be delayed in, and this could delay a child’s overall holistic development. In approaching this type of observation, it looks at a child from a holistic point of view and the process is quick which means the child can have the support they need for an early age which will benefit them later in life (WJEC, 2019). 
The new curriculum for Wales looks at key principles and purpose of observation. These key principles are ambitious capable learners, enterprising creative contributors, healthy confident individuals, and ethical informed citizens (Hwb Welsh Government, 2024). Observation plays a key role in each individual learners’ holistic development. Firstly, one of the four purposes is- healthy confident individuals. This looks at encouraging gratitude which will help children to become role models and support the child to build healthy relationships (Hwb Welsh Government, 2024). Secondly, allowing children to have targets and goals that are not too difficult will teach them about resilience, but on the other hand if goals are set too high a child may have low self-esteem. Also, promoting healthy confident individuals can develop awareness of their own emotions and learning about empathy, compassion, and kindness, which in turn will teach the child about the real world (Hwb Welsh Government, 2024). This key purpose also looks at a child’s development from a holistic point of view, meaning it looks at the child’s milestones and if they are reaching these, concentrating a child’s development (Hwb Welsh Government, 2024).

Section 4 – Demonstrate an understanding of the role of play when undertaking observations and assessments of children and consider how this affects the child’s engagement and the accuracy of the observation.
According to WJEC (2019), the most beneficial way of observing the child is play as it allows practitioners to highlight strengths and weakness that could affect the child’s development. According to the Kelly (2016), play is a beneficial way to observe a child as it allows practitioners to collet important information. Another fact is practitioners need to ensure that observations are a part of their routine and that they understand the purpose on why observations are used. There are many factors on why observations are important during play, such as how that individual reacts in the environment around them and if they are meeting their milestones (Kelly, 2016). Following this, practitioners can observe the child to observe if there any strengths and/or weakness, allowing practitioners to see what the child is interested in and what type of play activity will support the child’s development. To see if the room is effective to the child’s development and needs, practitioners should evaluate each activity and see how beneficial it is for children (Kelly, 2016). 
For observation to become a beneficial tool in the early year’s setting, practitioners need to become organised and understand the importance of observation in play, as this play’s a key role in a child development. According to Smidt (2015), practitioners will need to think about where the observation is taking place and how this activity is beneficial for child’s learning and development. Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological system theory, states that children are at the centre of their own learning and development. Birth to five matter guidance (no date) states that effective practice is allowing the child to grow and to build relationships with the child in a unique way.  Another fact is that observation allows practitioners to watch how a child behaves during play, this allows them to see patterns that may affect the child development (Spreeuwenberg, 2022).  Following this, planning activities to support children’s behaviour can allow practitioners to have an in-sight on how the child feels about a certain activity (Spreeuwenberg, 2022). Providing these opportunities to change and adapt a learning environment for the child, can promote growth and development for that individual child. According to Smidt (2015), in order for observation to be successful, equality is important, and every individual should have access to what the setting offers the child and family’s/ carers. This is important as it can support a child’s holistic development, as getting access to support in the early years setting can support the child later in life (Smidt, 2015). 
According to McInnes and Howard (2013), who believed that during play, adults should not be directly present when children are engaging in an activity but should be watching and listening through observing what the child is doing, at the child’s best interest. Also, building a positive relationship with the child can allow practitioners to observe the child’s best interest and the child’s dislikes. This can support practitioners to plan activities that will work for that individual child and the child’s development. According to Bronfenbrenner (1977) working with children’s parents/carers can also support a child’s development, working together as partnership can support the school in finding ways to support a child.  According to McInnes and Howard (2013), the benefit of a child-led activity is that it allows children to have more experiences and challenges that are beneficial for their development which allows children to have experiences for the real world. The second aspect to note is that there is also many benefits for allowing adults to support a child through play. McInnes and Howard (2013) suggest that interactions between the adult and the child play’s a key element in a child’s development, this allows children to learn how to solve problems and develop language skills. It is often when children have these opportunities, they will have a more positive approach on play and the world around them.
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