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Section 1 - Why is play important?
As stated by Unicef (2010), the UNCRC Article 31, all children have 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. 
Play is an intrinsic part of a child’s life. Play enables a child to express their thoughts and feelings liberally and spontaneously. Play need not have any outcomes other than it provides the child with amusement, satisfaction and inquisitiveness. According to Botterill (2018), the meaning of play is immeasurable as there are too many facets to it to simply have one meaning. It is made up of innumerable aspects which collate together to create meaningful and engaged play.
There are many types of play but true play must be self-directed by the child. As mentioned by Brown (2014), play can be undertaken alone or as part of a group. It is an activity which is carried out by the child where the child is using mental, physical and emotional motivation to purely enjoy themselves without an end result.
Inherent in play are a variety of different types of play which develop the child’s social, emotional, physical, intellectual and spiritual needs in a holistic manner. Play wales (2017) maintains play has different play types which help play workers understand the range of children’s play behaviours which are vital compositions to children’s learning.
Communication play
Vygotsky’s Social Constructivism Theory as stated in MacBlain (2014 p.48) children learn via social interactions. Verbal instructions and modelled behaviours are a form of collaborative dialogue. Communication play is made up of body language displays, such as facial expression, eye contact, gestures and body stance. These displays shows if the child is enjoying, concentrating or confused while playing. It enables the child to pick up on non-verbal cues from their peers. Verbal communication is can be experienced through discussions, songs, rhymes and stories. Thus opening up further aspects of learning, for instance, extending vocabulary, recall of a story and language acquisition through song. In addition to this, parallel play is an important way of a child to build upon their communication skills with their peers. Furthermore, it allows the child to be able to express their thoughts and feeling spontaneously and without constraint. This is a form of self-directed play as the child initiates communication of their own volition. The topic of discussion is not given and they are able to talk, gesture and play naturally. 
Role-play
As maintained by Bandura and cited by Cherry (2019) children learn by observing the actions of others by mimicking and imitating their behaviours. Role-play is another form of play where children led their own learning. During this activity the child is free to choose what to wear, who to imitate and carry out their own ideas of who and what they would like to be. They are able to explore their own imagination of other people, family members, teachers and television characters without limitations. The use of a dressing up box is most advantageous as the child can explore their own reflections of real life events. It is a way for the child to make sense of the world around them and the roles people play in society.
Creative play
This type of play which is the most visible. A child can use a range of materials available to them to spark their imagination to create something from their own thoughts and ideas. During this activity the child is unrestricted in what it wants to create. As pointed out by Zajac (2016), Montessori maintained learning through the senses by being able to touch, smell, see, hear and taste facilitates the child to gather information which in turn stimulates and develops creativity in the child’s mind. Using a multitude of resources, the child can extend their understanding and knowledge of materials found and used when being creative. Benefits of creative play are knowing colour names, ability to create patterns and improve fine motor skills using drawing, painting and modelling with clay.
According to Edginton (2014) the role of the adult would be to plan and create effective and engaging indoor and outdoor areas of play which create opportunities for communication play, role-play and creativity play. Wilson (2012) also suggests that practitioners should ensure a variety of resources and loose parts are available to the child so that they can undertake in self-directed play. The adult must be available to support the child when asked or gestured to engage with the children as supported by Rose and Rogers (2012).
Holistic play and self-directed play is interwoven through all play types. It encompasses social, emotional, physical, spiritual and intellectual learning throughout all play. It concentrates on taking care of and developing the child as a whole person and not just the academic element. It promotes independence, improves self-esteem and allows the child to be in control of their actions. Juster (2015) states that when a child is allowed to direct their own play, they holistically are improving themselves and evolving their learning.
Positive behaviours which arise from self-directed and holistic play are:
· Independent play.
· Cooperative play.
· Able to express needs, feelings and preferences.
· Knows when to ask for help.
· Recognises the feelings, needs and preferences of others.
· Is self-assured in a variety of relationships.
The use of mood descriptors is used to describe how a child is displaying positive behaviours and feelings while at play.
Section 2 - Why is it beneficial to expose children to risk through play?
As mentioned in Welsh Assembly Government (2009) risk taking is a learning experience. A child must be allowed to experience suitable risk to open their learning and understanding of safety.  
It is considered that risky play is broken down into six main categories. As explained by Sandseter (2007) these are:
· Rough and tumble play.
· Play at speed.
· Play at height.
· Play with harmful tools.
· Play with dangerous elements.
· Play where the child will lose themselves/get lost.
It is a fundamental element of learning to be exposed to risky play. Sandseter (2010) claims children engage in risky play to experience stimulating, enjoyable and exciting emotions which come from being in the Paratelic state. Self-directed risky play lets the child be in control of their actions during the activity. This helps the child to develop, regulate and understand their limitations within risky play before entering the Telic state where they become afraid, fearful and scared. As suggested by Gill (2007) and cited by Knight (2011a, p 3) if a child is never allowed to undertake risky play, they will not learn to regulate themselves, to manage safety and to undertake reasonable risk-taking in the future. Thus creating a child who will display anxious and nervous tendencies when confronted with an activity or situation where risk is involved and will refuse to take part. 
This is further supported by Play Wales (2015) who suggest that play enables children to improve their ability to be resilient. This supports Donaldson (2015) risky play contains ample opportunities for a child to challenge themselves and develop risk taking skills. Additionally, emotional risk taking is essential for the child to build coping strategies to deal with dilemmas, confusion and anger, which in turn, improves their mental health. A child who has acquired a higher level of resilience is better equipped to deal with and overcome challenging circumstances and solving problems in the future.
In addition to this, as discussed by White (2014) there are significant health benefits to allowing a child access to risky play. When a child is free to choose what they would like to do, this empowers them, builds their self-esteem, creates confidence and develops their ability to negotiate with others. Also, one should not forget the physical benefits of risky play. When a child runs, jumps, climbs, spins they are developing their gross motor skills. When a child uses tools to build, paint, and mark making they are improving their fine motor skills. Nurse (2009) claims when a child takes part in physical activity the body and the brain development are intertwined. The child needs exposure to physical sensory activities so that the brain can absorb and process new information in order to learn. Exposure to risky play interlinks self-directed play using a holistic approach.
The role of the adult during risky play is of great significance. According to Welsh Government Statutory Guidance (2014) the local authority will support the Play Leader to create ample play opportunities for children. An integral part of creating risky play opportunities is to undertake a risk assessment. This will comply with the settings Health and Safety Policy. As stated by the Department of Education (2017) risk assessment helps to manage risks and identifies hazards. The role of the adult is to enable risk taking opportunities for the children in a safe manner. Knight (2011b, p.107) suggests by completing a risk assessment, hazards have been identified and removed, risks have been evaluated and are age related to suit the child, decide upon and carry out actions or precautions, if needed and document your findings. As stated by the Health and Safety Executive (2010) a risk assessment is for identifying hazards and being aware of risks. The form does not have to be complicated but must be completed with competency. A purpose of a risk assessment must be to enable the children to undertake risks, have benefits from risk taking and allow the staff to incorporate risk taking into activities.
Another aspect of the role of the adult is to ensure correct staff ratios so that the children are supervised correctly, staff have up to date training (including First Aid), have excellent knowledge of Foundation Phase Curriculum and have sound knowledge of the abilities and characteristics of the children in their care. As maintained by Knight (2013) the role of the adult is to allow the child to take the lead in their risk taking, actively listen to the children, be safe in the knowledge that the child is learning from risky play, give the child opportunities to reflect upon their learning through risk taking, have proficient observational skills and are able to plan engaging areas with many resources in which the child will be playing.
Section 3 - Observations
According to DCELLS (2008) observations are a process of actively watching, listening, recording the child’s interests, achievements, learning styles, identifying the stage of progress the child is at, monitoring the child’s progress and planning to move the child forward to the next point in their learning. 
As stated by Welsh Government (2017) observations are a fundamental element of daily practice in the Foundation Phase. Every child that enters the Foundation Phase must undertake a baseline assessment, six weeks after they have started in the setting. This enables the child to be settled in and comfortable before being assessed and observed. It is comprised of the Foundation Phase Compact Profile, where after being observed, the child’ s attainment is placed on the skills ladder according to their developmental stage. The child will continue to be observed, monitored and moved up the skill ladders on all seven areas of learning, so that they are able to reach their full holistic potential. During the child’s time in the Foundation Phase it will continued to be observed and assessed and a Full Profile Assessment will take place.
There are a variety of different observational methods available to the practitioner, for example an interaction tracker, time tracker, running record and SOGS assessment. 
A running record is a type of observation style which is continuous over a short amount of time. As stated by Podmore and Luff (2012) it is a qualitative approach of observation, which is highly descriptive and rich in detail. It is an unobtrusive type of observation where the adult does not interact with the child who is being observed. The observer must be objective when recording details. It is used for an individual and not a group of children. It records the child’s actions, interests, responses, play types used, behaviours, interactions with peers and adults, concentration levels, persistence and conversations with other or talking to themselves as they are occurring and follows the child’s movement throughout the setting. It is written in the present tense and is an open-ended method where abundant information is collected. It includes detail of the environment in which the child is playing (indoor/outdoor), weather conditions (if outside), the area od provision where the child is playing at, children and adults present, the date and time of day the observation took place. As mentioned in Education Scotland (2006) Reggio Emilia Approach also uses a narrative style of observation which often is accompanied with photographic evidence to record the child’s learning journey. 
Once the observation is completed it is good practice to reflect upon the evidence which has been reported. As noted by Kilvington and Wood (2010) a practitioner must ask themselves questions of what was recorded in the observation. For example:
· What is the aim of the observation?
· What area of provision was used the most?
· Did the environment and material influence the play type used?
· Was the child engaged in one area of provision or did they move around? 
· Did the child concentrate and persist at an activity?
· Did they play alone, in a group or participated in parallel play?
· What resources or tools did the child use confidently with precision?
· What range of skills were used by the child?
· What needs to be changed to enhance the child’s learning and development?
· Was the child satisfied? If so, did they express their happiness/unhappiness?
All practitioners in the Early Years practice need to be able to carry out observations. Training for this needs to be up to date, have in depth knowledge of the pedagogy of the Early Years practice, extensive understanding of learning theories and how they are applied to children’s learning, substantial comprehension of child development, have suitable childcare qualifications and childcare experience to ensure an accurate and richly detailed and descriptive observation.
According to Smidt (2015) there are many advantages when using a running record. These include, as suggested by Barber and Paul-Smith (2012) being able to record a considerable amount of detail enables the observer to have a main focus and a detailed description of behaviours and interactions. It can be completed over a short space of time.
· Uses a holistic view of the child.
· Are objective/fact based.
· Can be used for more than one development at a time.
· Low level of preparation needed.
· Able to observe without interfering with the child’s play.
· See behaviours occurring and in what context they are happening.
Disadvantages of a running record are:
· Insufficient knowledge and understanding of child development.
· Lack of experience or training.
· The observer may use their own opinions instead of being objective.
·  The observer may not be able to incorporate all what has happened during the observation.
·  Adult intervention/disruption.
· Time of day (The child might be tired in the afternoon).
· Poor engagement of the child.
· If the child has ALN needs/More able and talented needs.
· Too noisy/too quiet.
The benefits of using a running record are substantial to the child and the setting, as many of the disadvantages can be rectified by the setting improving training, enhancing resources and reviewing policies and procedures.
Section 4 – How does the child’s engagement in play contribute to the effectiveness of an observation?
For an observation to be effective the child must be actively immersed in play so that the observer may see the child’s true abilities and skills. As suggested by Hughes (2012) children are instinctively driven to play and when that play is intrinsically motivated by the child, it is an integral to their learning, emotional, social, spiritual and physical development. To support this, Howard and McInnes (2012) stated children which participated in an activity that was deemed play like gained better engagement, concentration and were happier compared to an activity that was not play like, where the children were less interested and expressed their displeasure vocally and via body language. 
As stated by Welsh Government (2016) Article 12 of the UNCRC the child has the right to have their own rights and must be able to express their opinions openly. Children do this through play. As practitioners, listening and observing a child at play informs us of the child’s views. As the simple action of not using an area of provision or certain resources tells us of the child’s interests. If the child is not interested or stimulated in its environment, it is a lost opportunity for learning to take place and hinders the child’s observation.
When a child plays there a process to that play. It is called The Play Cycle. As maintained by Oxfordshire Play Association (2016) it is useful for practitioners to have knowledge of this.
· Metaludes – thought before play.
· Cues – An invitation to join play using facial, vocal, gesture or action.
· Return – Response from playworker or child.
· Frame – Child initiated and supplies the context of play.
· Flow – Amount of time spent at play.
· Annihilation –The end of one play and moving onto another. 
· Adulteration – Adult interference.
· Intervention – Adults are a resource for the child or a dispute occurs.
· Dysplay- Misfiring of cues due to lack of knowledge of non-response.
Play is simply a holistic pathway of learning and an excellent way to evidence learning through observation. However, if play is interfered with by an adult to improve, control or attempt to educate further, there is loss of friends from a friendship circle or an event where sustained shared thinking arises between the child and playworker during play, the observation can breakdown and become ineffective. 
When an observation is unsuccessful the playworker is unable to identify where the child is on their developmental path and therefore is unable to plan effectively for the next stage in the child’s learning. According to Early Education (2012) as every child is unique, a detailed observation is needed to inform planning to enhance learning, exploring and playing and being creative and thinking critically.
According to Reed and Canning (2010) by being reflective the practitioner is able to identify where the child is in their stage of development and plan what is needed to progress the child to the next level of development. A child must be able to repeat an action or process three times before moving on in their development. Piaget Theory of Cognitive Development can be used to help the practitioners decide at what stage of learning the child is at. As declared by MacBlain (2014b) The Preoperational Stage is made up of two phases, the Preconceptual Phase (approximately between the ages of two to four) and the Intuitive Phase (usually between the ages of four to seven). By having a detailed observation, the practitioner can decide if the child’s thinking process has moved between these phases.
To conclude, when a child’s play is personally directed, goalless, spontaneous and under control of the child, this is an ideal situation to observe the child. Quality detailed information will be attained on the development and skills on the child. This will positively impact and inform the next step in the planning for the child.
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