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Play Types
Play is so critically important to all children in the development of their physical, social, mental, emotional, and creative skills that society should seek every opportunity to support it and create and environment that fosters it.                                           
                                                    (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002, pp.3)
According to Juster (2015), self-directed play is a key aspect within children’s development. By a child engaging in self-directed play, they can work out situations for themselves, learn to take healthy risks, discover how they think about the world and how it works, as well as create their own ideas and thoughts. This links with Kelly (2016) as she believes children are less likely to put themselves in danger or cause harm to themselves through self-directed play as they understand their own limits and capabilities.
Research shows that self-directed play has other positive effects on a child’s development. Maynard, Waters and Clement (2013) found that within the Foundation Phase documents, they describe self-directed play as being free and natural whilst being conducted in an educational environment with an adult there as facilitator. However, practitioners can put in place play which is child-led to encourage further learning which supports their holistic development. Sturrock and Else (1998) found that the adult’s role is to provide the appropriate developmental resources for children. Children who were ‘underachieving’ felt more confident within themselves when engaged in self-directed play (Maynard and Waters and Clement, 2013). They believed that this was because it gave the children an opportunity to reconstruct themselves as a strong, competent child. Instead of the child experiencing the feeling of failure, they can feel successful. The development of these and other skills supports a child’s holistic development.
There are several play types that are influenced by self-directed play. Rhino Play (2018) discusses how creative play helps children to expand their vocabulary through being creative with their words due to there being no right or wrong word. Children begin to try out new vocabulary which allows them to build on their imagination and language skills. Through creative play, they can express positive and negative feelings and learn to understand what those feelings mean and express. It helps create opportunities to try new ideas and solve problems. Theorists like Bruner believed that through a child creating a story, children were able to make sense of their experiences and understand them better (Smidt, 2015).
Another type of play that is based on the child’s free choice is constructive play. This is suggested by Playground Professionals (2016). They found it helps develop children’s fine motor skills as they can manipulate objects to create things from their imagination like building a tall tower with blocks for example. It helps children to think outside the box and be flexible with their ideas which all contributes to the child’s holistic development. Wardle (2021) considers Piaget’s view on the stages of play. Her view is that constructive play supports children to use objects such as blocks and materials like sand, paint, and blocks in an organized way to meet a personal goal of creating something.
When a child is in play, Brown (2013) portrays the importance of the practitioner having a non-judgmental approach when working with the children so that children can build confidence. The playworker’s role is to offer play environments to enable children to find out about themselves, so playworkers must make sure they do not direct the children away from their chosen play. Similarly, Juster (2015) acknowledges that adults can support this by assuring children have time for child-led play but also a place where the child feels safe. Sturrock and Else (1998) expressed the need for practitioners to adopt a non-interventionist approach when children are at play. This ensures that the play is continued with little interruption.
Research shows how play differentiates between age groups. Children of a younger age were more likely to be involved with games or use resources that mainly involved one participant. This was key for practitioners to consider when creating activities to further their learning. Some children felt more comfortable to play solitary when in the setting so practitioners should respect that by not forcing activities that involved a group of children (Lai et al. 2018). Smidt (2018) explains how Vygotsky found that as the child grew, children begin to become more socially involved with their learning. Therefore, as children grow their developmental needs may differ through the various age sectors. Bruce (2011) also felt that it is important for children to have the chance to absorb and understand what they have learnt so that when playing they can make sense of their learning and this contributes to the child’s holistic development.

Benefits to Risk
Sandseter (2009, pp. 92) states ‘’Risk taking seems to be a natural part of children’s play.’’ She found that a child’s risky play involves being exposed to minor physical injury. However, children do gain enjoyment and thrill from this type of play.
According to Play Wales (2021), there are many benefits to risk for children and children must experience risk to understand what it is and how to affects them. They argue that it develops a child’s physical and emotional skills. Risk also challenges children through gaining their own independent experience based on their choice of actions. Through risk they can grow as an individual because they will overcome fears. Risk assessments should be completed to ensure that risks are minimized, and children are not in danger of harm. It is important there is a safe balance of risk. There are many benefits for the child from participating in risky play (Play Wales, 2021). Lavrysen et al. (2015) has a similar view to this as risky play is necessary for a child to be able to develop their risk-assessing skills so they can better understand how to look after themselves in risky situations.
Children use the outdoor space as a way of learning about the world they live in. Through children exploring dangerous situations, they can have a better understanding of the risks around them and how they can keep themselves safe. By allowing children to use real tools such as a small hammer and an object like a block of wood with nails, children can further develop their fine and gross motor skills (Kelly, 2016). Montessori’s theory would agree with this as she believed that to stimulate children’s imagination in play, they should be given real life tools. This is examined by Spring Stone (2019).
Play Wales (2008) studied how children need to be supported by adults through being challenged and allowing them to push themselves during risky play. It allows children to be physically and emotionally stronger when facing future situations that may be difficult and challenging for them and therefore become more resilient as they grow older.
Another view on this is from the Play Safety Forum (2008). They felt that children who experience risky play can explore their limits and boundaries as well as discover new experiences. Through a child gaining minor injuries, they can see the consequences of their actions and choices so therefore understand their limits and capabilities. This gives them the knowledge to make better and safer choices in the future, but also opens them up to more resourceful skills that were learnt through the injuries. Every child should be offered the opportunity to encounter an acceptable level of risk as a part of a stimulating and controlled educational environment. This contributes to their holistic development (Play Safety Forum, 2008). However, according to Play Scotland (2021), if a child is restricted from risk too much, the child may seek to find the feeling of thrill and excitement elsewhere. This could involve a higher level of risk or it may have the opposite effect on the child, and they may become over-cautious and unable to judge upcoming risky situations.
Benefits of risky play include their social development. Children learn not only about their safety but the safety of others around them. It nurtures their curiosity if the risky play is challenging enough for them. Outdoor experiences involving risky play can help develop their balance and coordination skills alongside their confidence and independence through achieving these skills. It allows children to engage in experimenting with new ideas, resources, and environments. It contributes to the child’s physical development as it will help strengthen their motor skills as well as keeping them healthy (Play Scotland, 2021).
Yalçın (2018) found ways to improve risky play within the school environment, as well as keeping the children safe. This included increasing the staff-child ratio to ensure the correct supervision. More activities outside should be planned for by the practitioner such as in forests and woodlands.
Care Council Wales (2013) had a similar finding as they believed practitioners should help encourage risky play by helping them identify the hazards that could occur. This will help build their confidence, but also have an educational benefit for them as well. Practitioners should only become involved when the risk outweighs the benefit of the activity, so a balance must be found using a risk assessment (Care Council Wales, 2013). Bazley (2018) mentioned the importance of adults not portraying their fears onto the child as this may become a barrier to the child when taking risks, due to worrying about the child’s safety. By the practitioner giving the parents information about the setting’s play provision, it may help them have a better understanding on the procedures in place to minimise harm to their child (Bazley, 2018).
Welsh Government (2016) outlines play with safety in settings. They feel that children should not be restricted within their play apart from when safety become involved. The play policy created by the Welsh Government (2002) outlines the great need for stimulating environments for children as they play and seek opportunities to take risks while continuing to consider the child’s well-being. This is a similar view to Health and Safety (2012) as they feel that weighing up the risks and benefits is key when providing opportunities for play with activities, but practitioners must understand the risk control so not all risk is eliminated.

Foundation Phase Profile
Observing children during play helps practitioners collect key information about the child. Observation is a key tool to help understand a child’s development (Kelly, 2016). Bruce and Louis and McCall (2014) suggest the importance of keeping close contact with the parents of the child so all parties involved can suggest ideas on how to help the child progress. General records within settings are kept acknowledging the child’s development and achievements. Observations also help identify the learning needs that are not being met (Bruce and Louis and McCall, 2014). They also portrayed how an environment is led out for the child, will influence their level of ability to learn to their full potential. The way in which adults involve themselves with children is crucial to their learning. Adults who join in with children and encourage them to have a go will benefit better when observing them compared to the adult showing the child what to do as it will not give them a true reading on the child’s development (Bruce and Louis and McCall, 2014).
The Welsh Government (2017) recognise that children need time to settle into their new setting, but observations still take place within the first six weeks. This could be a limitation to the profile as not all children are settled within the first term so may not be fully comfortable with the setting. Children who become aware that they are being observed may become less confident in their play as they feel they cannot be themselves (Kelly, 2016).
Welsh Government (2017) states that within the Foundation Phase Profile, there is a skills ladder which has been designed to represent a child’s developmental norms. Each skill is scored using a numerical scoring system based on what the child can achieve. Each step on the skills ladder the child achieves, a guidance statement is given to support practitioners in reaching their judgments from the observations made on the child on whether they have achieved the skill or not. For the child to move onto the next foundation phase outcome, they must have achieved at least seventy five percent of the skills on the ladder within that outcome.
For children’s learning and development to be acknowledged during the foundation phase, the Welsh Government (2017) put in place the Foundation Phase Profile. Its main purpose is to identify a consistent baseline assessment that has links to the end of phase outcomes for practitioners to use. The profile also benefits settings and children as it helps identify delays in a child’s development and whether the child may have special educational needs or additional learning needs. Therefore, if a major delay is detected early on, the correct support and help can be put in place to assist the child and stop them from falling further behind in the learning. However, the Foundation Phase tool is not compulsory to complete so not all children will receive the support they need.
Involving parents/carers is essential in the foundation phase during the child’s education. Another benefit to using the profile is that it helps support the practitioner’s knowledge on the child’s development when communicating and reporting to the parents/carers. This is because it gives a range of information to make judgements on the child’s current learning and developmental stage. Key information can be obtained from the profile which will help future practitioners when the child transitions. The information obtained also give the practitioner the opportunity to understand the child as individual which is beneficial for the child as the practitioner can put in place a holistic curriculum that meets the child’s needs and interests (Welsh Government, 2017).
According to the Welsh Government (2017) there are four areas of learning within the profile. These include personal and social development, well-being, and cultural diversity, language, literacy, and communication skills, mathematical development and finally their physical development. Every child in Wales is observed according to these skills so conclusions can be drawn up about where children are within their development. Using this method also shows consistency throughout the early years as every setting will be using it so this is another benefit to the method. As well as identifying delays in the child’s progression, it also looks for the developmental ‘norms’ within early years. Foundation Phase Profile, however, has nowhere to record the reason why the child did not achieve the outcome. For example, this could be because of low attendance. It does not consider the realities that may challenge having enough time to observe the children.

Observing during play
According to Howard and McInnes (2012) an adult’s perception of play may be different from that of a child. Evidence was found to suggest that children use certain factors in the room to determine whether is it a play activity or not. This includes if an adult is present, the location of the activity and chosen type of play. The study found that play had a significant effect on the child’s emotional well-being. The children who were in the ‘play like’ activity was seen to have a positive effect on their well-being due to not feeling as if there is a right or wrong answer and so felt they had control of the situation (Howards and McInnes, 2012). This shows that when observing and assessing the children during play, the keyworker may not get a true reading on the child’s ability if the child fears failure at the activity or a sense of pressure if it is adult lead play. This is suggested by Kimberly (2016). Howard and McInnes (2012) study emphasize the importance of designing tasks as play for children to increase their cognitive and problem-solving skills.
However, as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs suggest, it is still vital for an adult to be present for the child to fulfill their achievements. His theory shows how for the child to gain confidence and reach the level of ‘self-actualization’, they need to have the support in the levels below from family, friends, and other significant members in their life to achieve this (Kraussel, 2018). If a child feels anxious about failing the task, the observation would be unreliable. Therefore, as Bruce (2014) portrays, designing child-lead tasks based on play will help the child feel relaxed so then the practitioner can observe and assess them when they are their most content, resulting in seeing them reach their full potential. This links back to Howard and McInnes study as they state ‘’when children practiced the task in a situation they felt was play, their performance was significantly improved’’ (Howard and McInnes, 2012, p. 738). Vygotsky also shared this view as he believed observing children during play allows practitioners to see the child at their best (Smitd, 2015).
Further studies show how an adult’s interaction with the child may affect the child’s perception on whether the activity is play or not. They found that open-ended questions by the adult allow the child to take control of their play and this type of interaction results in the progression of their learning (McInnes et al. 2013). This links with Vygotsky’s theory on ‘The Zone of Proximal Development’. He found that many children learn through acknowledging and practicing words and actions from others. He believed that the adult has a positive effect on a child as they help provide them with the resources, they need to complete an activity. He found that through social interaction, children were able to learn and develop their language skills. This was founded by Cayli, 2015). Although, Smidt (2015) believed that to provide the child with the correct resources in their play to further their learning, observation by the practitioner would need to take place as It would give them a real insight on what a child can already do and what they need help with. This was a similar view of the Welsh Government (2017) as they believe practitioners should encourage children during a play activity when observing however, they agree that the adult should not directly show the child what to do as this would give false judgements when assessing the child. This is so adulteration is avoided, and that the activity is primarily child-led.
The play cycle is an important aspect in early years It helps practitioners understand how they can support children’s play successfully (Sturrock and Else, 1998). Smidt (2015) found that to acknowledge the strengths and weaknesses of the settings play provision, observations would help practitioners to identify them. Through observing the children during play, practitioners could see what other resources and tools they could put in place to support and extend the child’s holistic development. Smidt (2015) also found that through asking the child questions, practitioners could begin to scaffold their learning so that the child could go from doing something with help to doing it by themselves.
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