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Section 1: 
Types of play
Stuart Brown states that play “doesn’t have a particular purpose and that’s what’s great about play. If its purpose is more important than the act of doing it, it’s probably not play.” (Brown, 2008) 
The right to play
Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that children have the right to play (UNICEF, no date). Wales recognises the rights of the child and the importance of play including the benefits it has on children’s lives and overall development. The Welsh Government have therefore implemented legislation on children’s play to promote the UNCRC making Wales the first nation in the world to do so (Welsh Government, 2014). The rights of the child underpin the ethos of Foundation Phase which is centered around play and the child’s holistic development (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Types of play
When interviewed about his research on play, Michael Sutton-Smith, professor and play theorist, claimed to have found 308 play types (Brown and Patte, 2013, p. 16). Play Wales (2017) acknowledge that 308 types of play have been identified, however, play work in the UK typically recognise and use 16 main types of play. One of these 16 types of play, which demonstrates self-directed play, is exploratory play.
Exploratory play
One of the first forms of play a child encounters is explorative play. It is described as learning about the world through play (NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde, no date). According to Play Wales (2017) exploratory play teaches children about the effects they have on the environment. Exploratory play is described as “playfully moving through a space to assess its properties, possibilities and content” (Play England, 2015, p. 13). This includes looking inside objects, climbing and searching.  
From four months old, according to Trevarthen (cited by Moyles, 2010, p. 70), babies begin exploratory play and develop their motor skills through exploring items in their environment. Through exploratory play infants can determine how to use an object. Infants then observe others using it in their own way and begin to understand other ways they can use it which indicates that they learn from observing (Moyles, 2010, p. 70). Furthermore, Play Wales (2017) explains that this type of play includes using objects in different ways to learn about cause and effect. Children's natural curiosity can be encouraged through construction toys or small natural objects. This suggests that the role of the adult is to provide resources and opportunities to explore and discover. 
As children grow the way they play will become more complex. They will use a range of outdoor facilities. These include natural resources, for example trees, hedges and bushes and manmade structures such as benches or tunnels for exploring (Play Wales, 2017). This would be supported by Moyles (2013) who states playing outdoors is beneficial to children’s physical health and well-being. 
According to Bodrova and Leong (2015, p. 4) Vygotsky did not define play as including physical activities and exploration. Stuart Brown (2008), however, views exploration and physical activities that support the development of gross motor skills such as jumping, rough and tumble and diving as part of play. Locomotor play consists of similar activities including running, climbing, hopping, jumping, cycling and ball games (Play Wales, 2017). The outdoor environment can also provide the physical elements to support the play frame of the play cycle which sees children act out the narrative of the self-directed play (Play England, p. 19). Vygotsky (cited in Moyles, 2010) believed that play helps children to develop their understanding of the world.
Forest School and holistic development
Exploratory play can be promoted through Forest School; a programme that uses the outdoor environment inspired by Scandinavian approaches. By exploring the natural environment and the resources it offers children carry out a range of activities that support their holistic development (Stroud School, no date). Play Scotland (no date) states that play is vital to children's holistic development. Play promotes well-being, health, physical, social, emotional and cognitive development as well as quality of life. Sussex Forest School (no date) also list these areas as part of a child’s holistic development but also consider a child in a cultural, spiritual and moral sense. This links to the four core principles of the new Curriculum for Wales, two of which are “ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world” and “healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society” (Welsh Government, 2019).
Play and well-being
In the Netherlands, where there are fewer pressures on children, children are considered some of the happiest in the world. Dutch children are likely to play outdoors without supervision and are encouraged to explore their environment allowing for self-directed play. As part of the Dutch culture it is commonplace for children to cycle to school (Acosta and Hutchison, 2017). The process of learning to cycle and cycling itself could be perceived as locomotor, deep and exploratory play. 
Brown (cited in Wayman, 2013) states that the strain placed on children and teenagers to succeed academically and or at activities they do not enjoy contributes to many negative effects. Moyles (2010, p. 28) argues that due to the demands the educational system places on results children are restricted regarding play opportunities. 
Children learn effectively when they enjoy and become engrossed in an activity. These activities are self-directed (Lego Foundation, 2017, p. 23). The benefits of self-directed play include social and physical development and helps concentration (Elkind and Pellegrini, cited in Play England, 2012, p.20). Similarly, Vygotsky believed that “learning is a social process” (cited in Moyles, 2010, p. 219). Pellegrini argues that children's physical development benefits more through play than through planned physical education classes.
Studies show that play in the workplace increases productivity (Brown, cited in Wayman, 2013). Similarly, Stuart Brown (2008) places significant importance on play as studies show the absence of play can have devastating effects on adults. This demonstrates the importance and the impact play has in adulthood as well as through childhood and teenage years. “While the drive to play in adulthood is diminished, it does not disappear” Stuart Brown (cited in Wayman, 2013). The lack of play has profound effects including stress, irritability, depression, and lacking the ability to handle stress.
The role of the adult
When working with children it is vital that adults fully understand play. Adults must endeavour to support play and develop a suitable environment for providing play opportunities where children can play independent of adults. These should present an element of risk and is the role of the adult to assess when it to step in (Play Wales, no date, a). Howard and McInnes (2012) mirror this by stating that, through their understanding of play, practitioners provide opportunities for children to progress in a suitable environment. Practitioners should provide a range of materials to facilitate play including natural materials and loose parts to promote creativity, problem solving and imagination, just to name a few. This supports development in ways that vast amounts of toys do not. Adults should also assess risk (Play Wales, 2013).













Section 2:
Risk
Benefits of risk
For children to learn physical acts such as walking, running, climbing, and catching children need to take risks. Children need to be able to use their curiosity to take on challenges where the results are not known for them to progress (Casey, 2010). With risk comes fear and children may become reluctant to participate if they have acquired the same fears as their parents (Play Wales, 2016). 
Bazely (2018) stresses that children who experience low level risk are less likely to seek excitement through accomplishing something that carries a higher risk. Also, children not only learn about consequences but gain a range of skills and develop physically and emotionally (Play Wales, no date). However, results from a study about risky play and injury showed that children refrained from participating in activities that previously resulted in them suffering an injury such as a fracture (Gyllencreutz, L. et al., 2018). It is imperative that people can identify hazards and respond appropriately. Therefore, it would be damaging to remove every hazard although it is still important to make sensible judgements regarding potential hazards (Play Safety Forum, 2012).  
Risky play
Risky play could be considered as learning about risk through, for example, climbing trees, jumping over or off something and balancing, known as deep play (Play Wales, 2017). In a video featuring Pedagogue Johan Laigaard’s forest kindergarten in Denmark children climb trees of significant height. Outdoor education specialist Jane Williams-Siegfredsen, who works at the kindergarten, explains that climbing trees helps children develop their balance skills. When using knives for whittling Williams-Siegfredson stated that because the young children were taught how to use knives safely there is little risk. Pedagogue Johan Laigaard states that children “learn to be careful” and that children learn through minor accidents. Williams-Siegfredsen describes the benefits of forest kindergarten as developing physical skills that would not be developed as well indoors. Also, concentration and motor skills increase, and levels of stress lessen suggesting effective holistic development (Roberts and De Jong, 2016). Moyles (2010) describes forest school as being similar to the Reggio Emilia approach because it is led by the interests of the child. 
The role of the adult
In modern society there is an unhealthy attitude towards risk therefore those working with children are wary of being accountable for incidents that may occur. The importance placed on play has therefore decreased and is now viewed as being a treat rather than a necessity (Brown and Patte, 2012, p. 10).
Despite this, adults should provide children with adventurous and stimulating play opportunities whilst keeping them protected against serious harm (Ball, Gill and Spiegal, no date, p.16).  Whilst providing opportunities to experience elements of risk taking the adult acts as a support to manage possible dangers allowing children to take risks at a level and pace that they are comfortable with (Play Wales, no date).
Risk assessments
Play Wales (2016) describes the ABC model to risk assessing as considering the following:
Actions that carry the risk of resulting in personal injury.
Behaviour that children display to express their emotions which may pose risk.
Context - the influences that affect the level of risk for example, the number of children, the environment and weather conditions. This model of risk assessment requires the professional judgement of staff who consider the benefits of risk.
Educational settings may use EVOLVE to make risk assessments. This is an online system that is described as being a simple way that involves less paperwork and helps staff comply with National Guidelines and the guidelines of their workplace (eduFocus, no date).
Additional Learning Needs
Taking risks can be different for each individual. Those with disabilities may not be able to take the same risks as their peers. However, in order to maintain inclusivity, they should be given opportunities to take risks in a way that is suitable for their individual needs suggesting that the supervising adult could alter an activity to better suit the individual (Play Wales, no date). This is mirrored in the Additional Learning Needs Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act which aims to provide learners with an inclusive education that supports them realising their full potential (Welsh Government, 2017, a). Article 2 of the UNCRC states that children should not be discriminated against whilst article 23 states that “a child with a disability has the right to live a full and decent life with dignity” (Unicef, no date). This suggests that children with disabilities should be included in opportunities to experience risk taking to reap the benefits.


















Section 3:
Observation
An introduction to observations
According to Drummond (cited in Smidt, 2015) an effective way to gain an understanding of a child is to undertake careful observations. By watching, listening and engaging when necessary the practitioner will be able to identify the child's interests and their strengths, weaknesses and gaps in learning. These findings will assist with planning effectively to work on the child’s next steps. Observations allow the practitioner to reflect on the provision they have provided and its relevance to the children using it. The adult can then think about how the provision can be improved to suit the child’s interests, abilities and to help them build on what they already know in order to promote development. 
Foundation Phase Profiles
To aid the assessment of development and learning progress of a child in the early years practitioners may use Foundation Phase Profiles. These are carried out through both observations and assessments of a more formal nature (Welsh Government, 2017).  According to the Foundation Phase Profile Handbook by the Welsh Government (2017) the purpose of observations is to help practitioners identify whether a child is working at, above or below expected outcomes to measure their progress. It also highlights gaps in learning. This way practitioners can support children's progress in the most appropriate and effective way. As well as observing it is important to engage in conversation with children to get the best possible understanding of the child’s capabilities. 
Foundation Phase Profiles are used to track a child throughout the Foundation Phase and are made up of various parts. The Foundation Phase Profiles Handbook is a guide for staff using the profiles and explains each skill. A Record Form is used to help keep a paper record of a child’s development; however, this is not essential. Usually completed within the first six weeks of starting reception is the Compact Profile Form and is used as a baseline which is a statutory requirement (Welsh Government, 2017). The baseline assessment gives an overview of a child’s progress and shows the outcomes for every Area of Learning (NDNA, no date). The final part of the Foundation Phase Profiles is the Full Profile Form. This form uses the skills ladders of the Foundation Phase Profile to give a more detailed and in-depth overview of a child’s progress than the Compact Profile Form. This helps produce the outcomes for the end of year two, which in Wales is the end of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2017, p. 4-6). 
It is advised that observations take place both indoors and outdoors to gain a full picture of the child. The indoor and the outdoor environment offer different opportunities and child’s behaviour differs in each environment and with different activities (Welsh Government, 2017, p.10).
The Welsh Governments (2017) Foundation Phase Profile Handbook clearly outlines the skills ladders and outlines the children’s next steps on their learning path. According to Smidt (2015) Piaget’s theory concentrates on what the child is not yet able to do and he believed that children should only be moved on with their learning when they are ready to do so. As the Welsh Governments (2017) Foundation Phase Profile is used to highlight what a child can do it also helps identify what the next steps should be in development. 
Vygotsky (1978, cited in Roger, 2012) claims the two levels of child development consist of what a child can do independently and what a child is capable of doing with an adult's support. By identifying these two levels the practitioner can determine the ‘zone of proximal development’ which refers to the gap in learning. This emphasises the importance of observation and understanding an individual. According to Drummond (cited in Smidt 2015) the adult's role is to scaffold the learning appropriately by using the observations that were carried out. 
In order to assist with identifying delays or additional needs the Foundation Phase Profiles were purposely created to be similar to the assessments used by health professionals (NDNA, no date). However, the Foundation Phase Profile Handbook stresses that other assessments may be required depending on the needs of the child which can be sought from the additional learning needs coordinator (ALNCo) or relevant health professionals (Welsh Government, 2017, p. 9).
Barriers to effective observations
According to Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015) time, staff ratios, working space, training and the desire to support children are all factors that affect the quality of observations and the records practitioners keep. Practitioners need to be able to use their knowledge and understanding of the areas of child development in order to understand what they are looking for whilst undertaking observations. This will enable them to take detailed, in-depth notes that reflect this knowledge and understanding. Those who lack training may make copious amounts of short notes which is less beneficial. Simple factors such as time to undertake detailed observations and the space to facilitate observations and maintain records may have a negative impact on the quality of the observations.




















Section 4:
The Role of Play Whilst Undertaking Observations
Bruce, Louis and McCall (2015, p. 1) state that observations as part of the assessment of a child’s development is followed by an evaluation. Evaluation is described as the adult using the findings to reflect on what they previously and currently provide for the children and how to plan how to support their future progress. Observations are therefore a key part of the role of the practitioner which are undertaken wherever and whenever play takes place (Smidt, 2015). The quality of the play setting is vital in promoting child development and supporting maximum progress (Brown, 2014). 
Spontaneous play provides practitioners with the opportunity to make observations to assist with the assessing of children. This will also enable practitioners to plan effectively (Bruce, Louis, McCall, 2015). 
According to Smidt (2015, p. 3) the use of play as a method of learning was an interest of both Piaget and Vygotsky. Vygotsky uses the term “standing a head taller than himself” (Smidt, 2015, p. 3) to describe the way in which play enables the adult to view a child during observations. Smidt also states that Malaguzzi’s view was that children are able to indicate what they are thinking by using both spoken and indirect questions. Questions can be used to help the learning progress (Smidt, 2015, p. 4).
It is a common misconception that practitioners must conduct observational assessments in a formal manner through activities directed by themselves. However, this does not rule out activities that are led by adults. By observing children in play and in a variety of activities and situations at different times of the day the practitioner will help “build up a full picture of the whole child” (Bruce, Louis, McCall, 2015).
Practitioners may observe from a distance or participate in the play which would help them listen to the child (Bruce, Louis, McCall, 2015, pp. 1-2). Susan Isaacs, a figurehead in early education, is noted by Smidt (2015, p. 12) to have observed and listened to children in play and made comprehensive notes to determine their cognitive and social development.
Children become immersed and engrossed in the activities that they have been allowed to freely choose (Isaacs, 2013). This suggests that the observer will notice what the child's interests and capabilities are by the activities they are concentrating on. With this in mind, Smidt (2015) asserts that children's concentration is at its best when they are taking part in play that is of interest to them suggesting that if a child is not concentrating or is not engrossed in what they are doing it is of little interest to them, perhaps because it is beyond their current capabilities. Smidt continues by arguing that children learn through play and what they enjoy because “a child who is able to raise a question that matters to her will be very interested in finding out an answer” (Smidt, 2015, p. 8).
An advantage of observing children at play is that their actions could be perceived as unusual and hopeless. In fact, practitioners may recognise this as attempting to understanding something (Smidt, 2015, p. 8). 
As Play Wales (2017) states, adults observing children may obstruct certain types of play, such as fantasy play. This suggests practitioners need to be aware of when to observe closely and when to observe from a distance. 
According to Burleson and Thoron (2017) if a child’s basic needs are not met, such as being hungry, then a child cannot focus, and it is likely that they will be unsettled. This could be perceived as a factor in hampering observations. 
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