Children’s Play, Principles and Practice
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Section 1- What is self-directed play
Self-directed play is when we allow children to play without any adult intervention and allowing the children to play with no imposed framework.
(Self-directed play, 2019)
Self-directed play encourages children to build upon their self-confidence. When children explore on their own, they can see so much more for themselves. It can also encourage independence in a safe and organized environment. Self-directed play can stimulate the children’s imagination and they can become creative, so it is important to create opportunities for them to explore using their creative muscles. It can teach problem-solving as the children will have to figure out how something works for themselves if they want it. It also allows children to learn at their own pace as there is no time limit to what they are doing and no framework to be met.
(Hollis Montessori School, 2020) 
However Indirect government services (no date) concurs with this as they state freely chosen play allows children to control their own play as they must use their own imaginations, instincts and interests. They get to use their own initiative through play without being adult led. It improves the children’s health and development.

The Importance of Play.
The United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the child states “Every child has the right to relax, play, and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities.” (UNICEF, no date)
The Welsh Assembly Government Play Policy (2002) states that play is so important to all children in their development and that opportunities should be provided to support this. 
Pediatrics (2021) states that play is a vital part to a child’s development because it contributes to the physical, cognitive, social and well-being of the children. Play can offer such a vast opportunity for parents/carers to engage with children. 

Creative play- 
Creative Play is important as this can encourage children to explore and experiment what is around them. Being creative allows children to discover using their senses and the use of different materials. If children are provided with a range of activities, they will develop social, emotional, physical, and intellectual skills. Creative Play will give children great satisfaction and boost self-esteem and confidence if given the right activities to do so. (Tassoni et al. 2002, p.374)
The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) states that all children should be developing their creativity and imagination throughout the curriculum. Children must be given opportunities to communicate their creative ideas and opportunities to reflect on their own work.
Creative play involves children exploring and experimenting with a vast of materials. It is one of the most important play types visible in a setting. Creative play is allowing the children to make something of their choice and not following the teachers template or their instructions. 
(Play Wales 2017)
Self-directed play and creative play are closely linked together as lots of creative activities or experiences will be child led which enables the child to express how they feel etc through creativity. 

Role Play- 
Role Play is any activity which involves speaking and you put yourself in someone else’s shoes or put your self in an imaginary situation. Children can become anything they want in a role play situation. Role play is a fun and motivating play that can encourage the quieter children to express themselves freely. (Teaching English, no date).
Furthermore, the theorist Vygotsky believed that play in a child’s life is the main source of development, children when playing understand that things have a meaning. When children play imaginary, they can take any word or object and give it a new meaning or purpose.
[bookmark: _Hlk61274717](Reflections of an early childhood teacher 2021).
Bruner concurs with what Vygotsky believed as Bruner believes that all children will learn through the play process. He also believed that through imaginative play children would reenact an action through play as if it were real. Bruner also stresses the lack of pressure during role play as it is significant in the learning and development of the children.
(Reflections of an early childhood teacher 2021).
Role play also has a link to self-directed play as I observed in my setting where children dress up as doctors and use sponges and sellotape to clean and dress ‘pretend cuts’ and use toilet roll tubes as thermometers.










Section 2- Why is risk beneficial in play?
Play Wales (no date) states that exposing young children to risky play is beneficial as this will help the children become physically and emotionally resilient, they become pliant to different challenging situations. From placing our children in danger of harm, this kind of risky play boosts their confidence and further develops their brain to what life may throw at them in later years. The resilience will have a big impact and lifelong benefits that can potentially keep them safe in the future.  
The Environmental Research and Public Health journal concurs with Play Wales as it states:

Specifically, play where children can disappear/get lost and
risky play supportive environments were positively associated with physical activity and social health, and negatively associated with sedentary. Play at height was not related to fracture frequency and severity. Engaging in rough and tumble play did not increase aggression and was associated with increased social competence for boys and popular children, however results were mixed for other children. There was also an indication that risky play supportive environments promoted increased play time, social interactions, creativity, and resilience.
                                                                    (Brussoni, 2015, pp. 6447)

Sandseter believes risky play can provide positive influences and experiences for children. It is important to understand that when a child is placed in a risky situation it can be rewarding for the child as some children have the feeling of excitement, elation, and happiness as they deem the situation being a victory as they overcome the risk. Play provides children with enjoyment, excitement, independence and fun, it is important for children to understand their own potential dangers or risks through play and overcome them. (Sandseter, 2016, p.179)

Play wales (2016) believes that most children will want to and need to take risks emotionally and physically as they grow up to build upon their resilience. Play can encourage children to explore different findings in relative safety which promotes development and allows them to survey unexpected behaviours and situations. A benefit of risk taking in children allows them to experience failure and consequences from their actions. When children go through the emotion of fear or if they are brave is very important to them as they develop as it is a sign of growth. Most children can rise above or adapt to the challenges they face and undergo risky situations without assistance, others will find it less easy and need help. Resilience involves not just the child but also the social networks surrounding them and their family, hence to why they appear to differentiate how they approach resilience through life experiences. 
Play can contribute to children developing resilience in a number of systems which include:
· Emotional Regulation
· A positive feeling from pleasure or enjoyment
· Learning
· Problem Solving
· An attachment to a place or person
· Key skills to respond to uncertainty

Sandseter expresses how there is research to believe that children and adults ideas of playing risky have been deemed exciting and a thrilling part of play. It is understood that risky play involves children playing high, running fast, dangerous environments and physical injury. Most risky play will take place in the outdoor environment, where children can be more adventurous and can occur mostly when children use their free play.
(Sandseter, 2010, p.68).

However, Little demonstrates that several studies over the years have underlined the increasing concern that a vast number of parents have become overprotected for their children. This is where parents limit their child’s independence and mobility in the outdoor environment to where the children would not access risky play and assess that the outdoor environment was safe. Children today are growing up in a very different environment to their parents/carers is to which why some children experience different up bringing’s and beliefs. Parents are overwhelmed with the potential dangers and risks that their children may face in the outdoor environment, so they try and operate opportunities that are safe and engaging for their children to play, while also still being able to access the outdoor environment in a safe manner.
(Little, 2015, p.24).



Section3- Observation Foundation Phase Profile.

The observation method I have chosen to discuss is the Foundation Phase Profile. This observation starts in the reception class in the first 6 weeks as is their baseline and runs through foundation phase. We undertake this method in our setting when the children come to the class in September. This method allows us to observe the children in the different areas of development such as mathematical, social etc. The child starts on the bronze, silver, gold, outcome 1, outcome, 2 outcome, 3, outcome, 4, outcome 5 and then outcome 6 and moves up the skill according to the observation outcome. If the child can do the first skill which is bronze, we tick the box and write achieved and initial it and they move on to silver and so on but if they end on outcome 2 and could not do the skill in outcome 3, their outcome would be 2. If the child cannot do the skill, we leave blank and do not move on as the skills further on are subsequently harder and this gets reviewed for all children in 6 weeks’ time. We write a few sentences on what we have observed, as this is very useful as we can sometimes use these findings for the child’s individual class targets. A positive from undertaking the foundation phase profile is that it gives us an insight to what the children can do or can not do when they come to us in September. A negative to the observation I would say is that they may not for instance be able to do the skill 2 in physical but could possibly do the skill 3 in mathematical, but we cannot move them on as all skills must be achieved before moving on. This is a little unfair as sometimes we feel we are holding the child back. To which is why we make that their individual class target so in 6 weeks they may have achieved this. I have attached a blank copy below which is mathematical development which is part of the observation.

The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2017) indicates how the baseline assessment is initiated in the first 6 weeks of the children arriving to that class. When practitioners begin this baseline, it involves them following skill ladders for each of the child’s development. This observation provides key information to the teachers regarding on how they can support the children’s development further. 

The School’s, students and teachers network identifies the importance of:
“Effective observation of teaching and learning for school improvement is a multi-resource toolkit designed to improve the quality of your teaching and learning through more effective observation practice.” (SSAT, 2020).
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Counting (Compact Profile)
	Skill ladder        	
	Children are able to:
	Children may be observed:
	
Observations:
	
Achieved?

	Bronze
	explore countable objects.
	exploring countable objects such as cups or bricks, pushing
them apart and together, showing recognition of separate
objects.
	
	__ __ __

	Silver
	mimic an adult counting.
	imitating an adult counting by mimicking tapping objects one
by one, or pretending to recite numbers in order (they do not
need to get the numbers right or even use real numbers).
	
	__ __ __

	Gold
	count or indicate two objects with support.
	using quantity in relation to personal wants or needs at this
stage, e.g.’Can I have two?’ They also understand the concept
of counting through physical objects.
	
	__ __ __

	Outcome 1
	use one-to-one correspondence to
count up to three objects.
	using one-to-one correspondence to count up to three objects
reliably, and beginning to realise that objects are not the only
things that can be counted, e.g. hops, jumps or claps.
	
	__ __ __

	Outcome 2
	use one-to-one correspondence to
count up to five objects.
	’counting’ by matching up to five objects/pictures with
other objects or people, e.g. giving five children an apple
each or touch counting three apples. They will apply their
understanding of counting to more than just objects; they
realise that anything can be counted, e.g. claps, steps in
hopscotch.
	
	__ __ __

	Outcome 3
	count up to 10 objects reliably.
	counting up to 10 objects. They understand that the last
number counted is the total number of objects.
	
	__ __ __

	Outcome 4
	count up to 20 objects, possibly using grouping.
	counting up to 20 objects. They may use small groupings of
2s and 5s to reach the total for the set, e.g. 5 and 5 and 5
makes 15.
	
	__ __ __

	Outcome 5
	count larger sets of objects reliably, using grouping.
	using groups of objects in 2s, 5s and 10s, and will be able to
include the remainder to get the right result, e.g. 10, 10, 10
and 2 make 32.
	
	__ __ __

	Outcome 6
	count large sets of objects using a range of strategies.
	counting objects in groups including in 3s and 4s, as well as
2s, 5s and 10s.
	
	__ __ __





Early Years Wales (no date)

Section 4- Understanding the role of Play through observations and assessments.

Observation and assessment work closely together as when observing children Practitioners can make an assessment as there may be something the child cannot do and by assessing it, they can put in place an experience which could assist the child further to encourage what may have been identified in the observation. 

Early Years Matters (2021) explains that observing children is good practice as this allows practitioners to look and listen to how children are developing through play. Observations are a vital part to identifying children’s development as these can identify any concerns or areas where children may be struggling and need assistance with. Practitioners can make an assessment where they may need more support and put in place next steps to support areas where the child may be having difficulty with. Through play this is key as children tend to express themselves freely and it is more self-directed. 

Nursery World concurs with Early Years Matters (2021) as they explain how:

Observation is only the first stage in the process of understanding and addressing children's learning needs and interests. It is what is done next with this information that will impact on children's learning. Assessment is the analysis of observational information that will then inform practitioners' planning.
                                                                                (Nursery World, 2021)


McInnes (2010) reveals that in some of the settings practitioners and child engagements are usually identified through direct teaching such as closed questions, so children will be more aware of an adult presence between play activities and non-play activities. In other settings where play involves children and adults and there are shared interactions it is more unusual for the adult presence to be identified in making play or not play distinctions as this involves child-adult interaction on a regular basis which does not deem unusual to the child. The child will be more playful and have a different attitude towards the play which differentiates their learning behaviour.


Furthermore Pacey (2016) stresses that observations are important to practitioners as they reveal and give them an understanding of the child’s individual needs. They can show practitioners the unique abilities of that child and reveal the child’s personality and their likes and dislikes. The practitioner can also learn the needs of the child and use their findings to become a vital part of their assessment and planning. 

In summary Bruce (2011) reveals that the more accurate our observations are of the children then the more information we gather from these which allows us to assist the development of the child and identify the next steps that. It can assist the practitioner in evaluating what we offer the children from the indoor environment to the outdoor environment. 
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