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According to Play Wales (2019) play is one of the most important aspects of a child’s life and it is paramount to their physical, mental, social and emotional health and well-being. Children value time, freedom and quality places to play. Play not only nurtures a child’s development but stimulates the child’s need to learn. Play takes many forms, from playing with a jigsaw to climbing a tree, there are no limits. Play can be done alone, with another child, in a group or with an adult as listed on Literacy Trust (2017). As stated on the Welsh Government website (2014a) play is fun, it is how children learn and how they work out who they are and how the world works. Bruce (2010), maintains that play is the highest form of learning in early childhood. All children have the right to play as enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child as stated according to Play Wales (2019).
As stated by Peng (2018), self-directed play allows for children to control their own play without adult interference, allowing for active, spontaneous, hands-on activity that children control. Self-directed play is child-initiated play that teaches children relationships and how to treat others fairly. Self-directed play allows children to engage and interact with the world around them, they learn how to work in groups, share, negotiate and settle differences (Peng, 2018). As supported by Richelle, et al. (no date), self-directed play aids the development of the child, supporting their holistic development. It facilitates their physical development, allowing them to achieve good balance, coordination and strong, flexible bodies – which are essential to a child’s performance. Richelle, et al. (no date), continues to state that self-directed play also supports their emotional development. Children can express their thoughts and feelings through play, which will increase their competence, confidence and self-esteem. Self-directed play also promotes general cognitive development as learning is more effective through play. Richelle, et al. (no date), states that children’s perception of what an object would be enables them to use it in a multiple of ways, for example – using a block as a phone, or a stick as a spoon. This type of imaginative play is called symbolic play. According to Gryphon House (2018), symbolic play is when a child uses objects to represent another object. Another example of this could be a child speaking into a banana as if it was a phone or turning an empty bowl into a steering wheel of a racing car. Gryphon House (2018), continues to state how symbolic play is important to child development and how it covers children’s development holistically, supporting their cognitive skills, social and emotional skills, motor skills and language and literacy skills.
HMS Administrator (2018), write how it is important to support self-directed play by giving the child permission to have downtime every day with no adult-directed activities. It is important to notice that some children might need encouragement. Providing the child with materials to use and change as they please will encourage and support self-directed play. For example, provide the child with cardboard boxes, paper towel tubes, paper bags, colours and some glue and see where their imagination takes them. As an adult it is important to provide a safe play space for the child where they can play freely and get messy. The most important part of self-directed play is to remember that children are the experts in their own play. Watch and listen to them play, adults can join in if invited or if they have asked for help, but it is important to show that you support their play without taking over as written by HMS Administrator (2018). 
2. 
According to Kennedy (2009), not exposing children to risk can restrict their right to play (Unicef, 1989). It is important to give children opportunities to develop the skills that are related to dealing with risk and allow them to make informed judgements about risks from a young age as stated by Laureng (2016). Carrigg (2016) states that risky play can be a thrilling and exciting activity for children that does involves a risk of physical injury, but it is a play that provides opportunities for challenge, testing limits, exploring boundaries and learning about risk, as supported by Sandseter (no date). Carrigg (2016) states how everyday life is full of risks and challenges and children need opportunities to allow the development of the skills that are linked with managing risk and making informed judgements about risks. Sandseter (no date) states how some risks are necessary for the development of children and how risk gives children the opportunity to extend their limits and learn life skills. Tovey (2010), supports this by stating how success and failure provide children with the motivation to try again and work out how to do things differently. Stephenson (2003) goes on to say how motivation and the excitement that is felt when a child finally masters something unaided that pushes children to engage in risky play. According to Coster and Gleeve (2008) the reasons children often give for engaging in risky play were that it was fun, it gave them enjoyment, excitement, thrill, pride and a sense of achievement. 
The role of the practitioner is to create a play environment where children are free to undertake physical play that fulfils their sensory needs, for example – swinging, climbing, rolling, hanging, sliding. These are not only fun for children but are key for their motor skills, balance, coordination and body awareness. Children who do not engage in such movements are more likely to be clumsy, have poor balance and a fear of movement according to Greenland (2006). By giving children the opportunity to partake in risky and challenging play, we provide opportunity for the development of important life skill learnings such as making choices, problem solving, measured risk taking and navigating their way socially and emotionally in group situations. These skills are important right through life as stated by Carrigg (2016). Some other skills that are also associated with risk taking when providing children with the opportunity to participate in risky and challenging play according to Carrigg (2016) are building resilience, persistence, balance and coordination, confidence, resourcefulness and the ability to make judgement about risk. Holecko (2019) also adds that by allowing children to participate in risk it aids them in overcoming their fears. 
According to Ball, et al. (2013) hazards can be an opportunity for learning and to try and remove all hazards from children is not only impossible, but also potentially damaging. As adults, we should make judgements about which hazards need to be modified or removed and which hazards are acceptable because of their benefits to children. Children should be allowed to engage in risky play whilst kept safe from harm. The Health and Safety Executive website (no date), states how as adults we should be promoting a balanced approach when it comes to children’s play. Health and Safety Executive (no date), agrees that children are often not subjected to risky play as adults have the misunderstanding about children undertaking risk and how risky play should be discouraged due to health and safety laws and regulations. However, HSE (no date), makes clear that play is important for children’s well-being and development and when adults are planning and providing play opportunities, they should not eliminate the risk but assess the risks and benefits for the child. Accidents can happen during play, but adults and practitioners that are providing play opportunities should focus on controlling the real risks, while safeguarding children from harm and increasing the benefits that risky play gives (HSE, no date).
3.
Glazzard et al. (2010) states that observations give early years practitioners an understanding of the children in their care. They allow for practitioners to develop and enhance professional practice. Observations can take place in any context or activity where the child is engaged. The Foundation Phase Profile is a key part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF) (Welsh Government, 2015). The Foundation Phase Profile supports the assessment of children’s learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase. Its core purpose is to provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which supports the end of the foundation phase results (Glazzard et al., 2010).
According to Welsh Government (2017) the profile allows early years practitioners to provide a developmentally appropriate holistic curriculum for all children through the use of observations and developmental assessments. The profile works alongside health professionals and supports the early identification of possible developmental delay, special educational needs or additional learning needs. With this in place it will ensure that support is given to children who need it. The profile will provide useful information for all practitioners involved in the care, learning and development of the child, supporting transitions between settings and schools (Welsh Government 2017). The Compact Profile contains a select number of skills for use when starting the Foundation Phase, the Full Profile is then introduced further into the Foundation Phase and Key Stage 1 and 2. The Profile covers children’s development from 6 months to 7 years of age. A baseline assessment is carried out at 5 years of age (Welsh Government, 2014b). To obtain the information required in the profile, the practitioner should assess the child’s skills using observations and formative assessments, resulting in the child climbing up the skill ladder. The profile can be used on children who are in the very early stages of their development, making it suitable for use in nurseries and enabling the nursery to provide important details during the transition into school. By using the profile, practitioners are able to plan the next steps in learning (Welsh Government, 2017). When observing children through self-directed play using the Compact Profile, rather than sitting and testing the children, it provides a wide range of evidence on which to form assessment judgements, as mentioned in Section 1 by Peng (2018). This approach helps practitioners to understand children’s learning styles and interests as well as being aware of their individual developmental stage. 
The benefits of this observational tool are that it can be used throughout a wide age range, allowing for use at day nurseries to follow on with throughout the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). The profile uses a skill ladder that the child will progress through, making it easy for practitioners to see their individual stage of development and plan activities to aid the child’s development. The skill ladder helps other practitioners or key workers ensure continuity throughout the time the child is with them. This observational tool is already written out and in the child’s record, therefore no equipment is needed prior (Welsh Government, 2015). The observation using the profile method can be used through a planned activity or a self-directed play activity, therefore showing a more holistic view of the child’s development, potentially observing more than one skill at a time. Although the skills are already written and quite specific, so many of the skills would need to be observed several times. By using a formative assessment, a wider time frame is in place for observations (Welsh Government, 2015). This, according to Barber and Paul-Smith (2012), allows you to build an overall view of the child that is being observed and their journey of development and learning. Other evidence can be added to the profiles, such as photographs or pieces of work (Welsh Government 2015).
Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) continue by stating that the limitations of this observational tool are that it does not give you a holistic picture of the child that is being observed development, it only focuses on the skills listed on the skill ladder. The profile does not allow for any reasoning as to why the child may not be progressing up the ladder. The information obtained does not give you the adult role through the observation and it does not include any environmental factors or developmental factors that might have incurred. There are also no provisions within the profile for additional learning needs that may hinder the set targets (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012). 
Many different observational tools should be used, as not only one tool will see you through the child’s development. According to Barber and Paul-Smith (2012), to gain a holistic view of the child, planning may be required to carry out some observations that need to witness a certain skill and other observations  will be spontaneous during self-directed play to give a full view of what the child accesses and enjoys. For an accurate observation a variety of observational tools should be used throughout different times and activities that are both in and outdoors (Barber and Paul-Smith, 2012).
4.
During observations self-directed play is important as it gives opportunities for self-expression and creativity. It also allows for opportunities to socialise and negotiate with others and to practice newly developed skills as well as to practice some skills that are not yet fully developed (Bruce, 2010). Vygotsky (1978, as cited by Smidt, 2006) believed that during play children operate at their highest level. This is beneficial when observing self-directed play as it will allow for a true reflection of the child’s capabilities. Paley (2004) states how fantasy play allows for growth of cognitive, narrative and social development in young children, therefore showing a true representation of the child’s language development and their interaction between other children or practitioners. 
When observing self-directed play, the child will encounter a range of experiences and as an observer you will witness what skills, knowledge and language the child is using (Moyles, 2005) which may not be present through an adult-led activity.  Housley-Juster (2015), writes how self-directed play supports the holistic development of the child and how observing a child through self-directed play will allow for the development of the whole child to be recorded, this includes children’s cognitive, social, emotional and physical skills. Piaget (1970) as cited on Exploring Your Mind (2018) developed a theory of cognitive development where he believed that learning is not something that happens to you, it is something that you do. Therefore, play is the act of learning. This makes for a more accurate reflection during an observation, of where a child is in their development. According to Howard and McInnes (2012) links have been made between young children’s emotional well-being and play. When children identify an activity as play, they show more signs of emotional well-being than when they identify the activity as not play. Howard and McInnes (2012) conducted a study that reflected this. There was a considerable difference in the emotional well-being displayed by children who took part in two activity sessions – one that was ‘like play’ and one that was ‘not like play’ using the cues that children use to differentiate play and not play – these cues, according to Karrby (1989), Wing (1995) and Howard (2002) state how children use cues such as the location of an activity (for example, the activity occurs on the floor for ‘play’ and at the table for ‘not play’), adult presence and choice (for example, the child being instructed to participate would be considered to the child ‘not play’). The children who took part in the ‘like play’ activity scored significantly higher on the Leuvens Involvement Scale (Laevers et al. 1994) than the children who took part in the same activity but ‘not like play’. These findings support the suggestion that play can be seen as an observable behaviour and that play can create situations which maximise the developmental possibilities of play (Howard and McInnes, 2012). During observations, according to the National Occupational Standards (2016) adults can support self-directed play by encouraging children to choose and explore the play spaces and content of the play for themselves, offering support when it is necessary. Adults should provide time for uninterrupted play and put provisions in place so children can develop in their own ways. During observations the adult should respond to the play cues if or when prompted, may be not at all (National Occupational Standards, 2016).
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1954 cited by Happiness Com, 2017) shows five stages of a child’s needs and how it is essential to work up the Hierarchy of Needs to reach their full potential. If all five needs are met (these are physiological needs, safety needs, love and belonging needs, esteem and self-actualisation) then a true reflection of the child’s full capability will be achieved and more genuine through self-directed play.  
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