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Section 1.
The (Welsh Government, 2014) describes play as something that surrounds children’s behaviour which is chosen freely, personally directed and motivated by themselves.  
It also states that play has no external goal or reward and is the fundamental basis of healthy development. Not only for themselves as individuals but for the society in which they live. 
Wales became the first country to legislate play in 2014, which supports Article 31 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), (Unicef,2016) which states that ‘all children have the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play as well as recreational activities and to participate in cultural life and the arts.  
Wales: A Play Friendly Country, (Welsh Government, 2014) is a statutory guidance for local authorities to assess and secure sufficient play opportunities for children in their areas. The Play sufficiency action plan and assessment is part of the Welsh Governments anti-poverty plan to recognise and support children who lack opportunities, experiences and ambition to achieve which can affect children form all social, cultural and economic background (Play Wales,2020).
This supports Dewey’s theory that children need practical and active life experiences, social interaction to encourage and channel children’s individual curiosity and motivation to develop intellectually (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).  (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) also discuss Montessori’s observations that by allowing freedom in children’s education and opportunities to select their own learning experiences within boundaries of respect for materials and one another children can focus if interested and repeat experiences until satisfied.  This supports Piaget’s theory of the importance of opportunities for play and for active learning, including trial and error, building resilience and enjoying success (Professional Association for Child Care and Early Years (PACEY),2016).
(Botrill, 2018) suggests that play is one of the most vital areas of development and that the greatest gift we can give a child is to be able to play. (Botrill, 2018) acknowledged that play should be child led, open ended and not pre planned or structured and that play is about being creative with limitless possibilities and endless interpretations. Types of play which support this are: -
Exploratory play – where children discover properties of objects and places by movement and manipulation. Treasure baskets with everyday items are an example of exploratory play (Hughes, 2015).
Creative play – play which is natural, self- directed and interactive.  It provides heuristic opportunities for improvisation, risk taking that has potential for a variety of responses or outcomes (British Council, 2021).
Self-directed play is where children can decide what they want to play, when they want to play and how they want to play without having to follow a framework, any preconceived ideas or input from the adult (Play Adventures, 2019).
Montessori recognised that self-directed play enabled children to discover their own capabilities, self-control, independence and respect for their environment and others.  Children are given the freedom to be responsible for their own learning as well as of others. Dewey supported this type of play as it puts the child at the centre of the learning process and that children are active members rather than passive learners (Aubrey and Riley, 2018).  
The adult’s role is to ensure that children can play independently, to support the children without interfering or putting their own ideas forward, unless invited by the children. The adult should not set up activities which would inhibit children’s freedom to choose how, when or what they want to play. (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) acknowledges Dewey’s theory that the adult’s role is to create opportunities for active experiences, activities and resources. (Play Wales, 2016) suggests that the adult’s role is also to provide a safe, secure and stimulating environment and to be an advocacy for play by promoting, encouraging and enhancing it (Play Wales, 2016). 
Holistic Play enables children to play and develop, physically, mentally, intellectually, socially, morally, culturally and spiritually. (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) discuss Montessori’s idea that children aged 0 – 3 years have an unconscious, absorbent mind, making sense of their environment which will then shape their personality. Piaget supports the idea that children are constructors of their own knowledge, absorbing information from the people and environment that they are in and their own ability to interact with it (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).  (Mooney, 2000) supports holistic play through Dewey’s theory that children’s curiosity drives learning whilst Piaget and Bruner believe that natural curiosity is displayed by children therefore being active participants in their learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). The adult’s role is to support the children physically, mentally and emotionally, whilst being a positive role model enabling children to develop at their own level, learning independence and ability to make their own choices and decisions. The role of the adult in Montessori education (Tempe Montessori School, 2011).


















Section 2.
Risk is part of everyone’s daily life and cannot be avoided but things can be out in place to manage them effectively.  
Too often, risky play is closed and that robs children of vital lessons in early years (Cahn, 2019). Children need opportunities to develop skills to learn how to become responsible for their own safety. Children ned to discover for themselves for example, how strong they are, how fast or slow they are, how high they can climb before they feel its unsafe (Ouvry, 2014).  Challenging play, adventurous play or rough and tumble play are more commonly accepted whereas ‘risk taking’ play can cause a divide in adults (Manners, 2019). (Solomon, 2020) acknowledges Winnicott’s observation on risky play that it a tool for self-awareness/discovery and feeling alive. 
Adults often fear their own ‘what if’s when addressing this type of play. What if the tower is too high and it falls on someone’s head? Is the grass to wet or is it too muddy? (Little, 2015, p.2) acknowledged how mothers accept the benefits of risk in play however found it hard lowering their barriers when it came to their fears and concerns over their child’s safety. Adults also have the added pressure of parents who may not understand the importance of children having opportunities to participate in activities that promote risk such as forest school (learning about fires, jumping into streams, swinging from ropes). It could also be using equipment to build their own obstacle courses that may be too high, narrow or unstable giving children the freedom to explore balance, structure, problem solving, decision making and to develop new life skills (Broadhead et al. 2010). Taking away age-appropriate risk from children can limit their development both physically and emotionally as well as limit the diversity of play experiences (Alexander, Frohlich and Fusco, 2014, p.155). 
Benefits of risky play include setting their own challenges for example, to climb a little higher, or to jump further than before which is important for physical development. Emotional benefits include overcoming any fears that they may have for example height or making decisions. Then there are the mental benefits which include problem solving and understanding their environment whilst in a safe secure setting (Rogers, 2018).
Every child is different and so risk to one child may not be to another child. The Play Safety Forum (PSF) and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), (2012) recognise the benefits of risky play in that it allows children to make sense of the world around them.  It provides opportunity for exploration and understanding and exposes children to the realities of the world in which they live and prepares them for future lives (Play Wales, 2021).
This also supports Piaget’s theory of trial and error, if it doesn’t work, how can I make it work? This links into new curriculum in Wales (Donaldson,2014) acknowledging that children are enterprising and creative contributors who are ready to play their part. 
The adult’s role is to risk assess the environment, activity and resources to see if they propose a hazard or can it support children into taking risks? A hazard is anything that has thew potential to cause harm. Every hazard has a likelihood and a consequence (Institution of Occupational Safety and Health, 2017).   It is the responsibility of the adult to assess using the relevant Local Education Authority (LEA) risk assessment forms for their setting. The outdoors provides vast opportunities for risky play and should be given the same importance as leaning indoors (Foundation Phase, 2015). Outdoor spaces can offer children high level engagement and powerful thinking (Moorehouse, 2019). Communication with parents is vital to remove any barriers or preconceptions they may have and to share the benefits and opportunities it allows Wilkinson (2015).
[bookmark: _Hlk61426744]Examples of the benefits of risky play are supporting fine and gross motor skills, health and emotional wellbeing, solitary and collaboration learning and self-challenges.  (Moorehouse, 2019) acknowledges Frobel’s theory that for children to understand the world around them and their place within it, they need firsthand experiences of it. (Moorehouse, 2019) also acknowledges Montessori’s theory that the indoors and outdoors should be one and not looked at separately. 
 (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) discuss Dewey’s concept of the importance of children satisfying their own curiosity which then drives learning (Moore, 2000). 
Adults can alleviate any concerns or personal judgement on risky play by discussing it with children, practitioners, parents, senior member of staff and health and safety officers within their setting to make a non-biased approach. By having a proactive approach to this type of play, it can help parents, co – workers and children understand the importance of risky play opportunities (Cahn, 2019).
Section 3.
Observations are a vital resource when it comes to understanding children and using the findings to help support and develop children’s development (Bruce, Louis and Mc Call, 2014).  Before any observations take place, practitioners should inform parents and children (if age relevant) and discuss the outcomes with parents (unless if any concerns and would put the child’s welfare at risk) and staff involved in the child’s care. National Minimum Standards 5.3 (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2018).   National Minimum Standards 5.5 (CIW, 2018) also state that any records on individual children are kept confidential and secure and are available on request on inspection. 
Formative observations gathered over a period contain information which practitioners can use to assess children’s progress at specific points in time (Department of Education, 2013).
Observations are a way of assessing children from their starting point of when they first attend a setting finding out where they are now and what their next steps are. Vygotsky, acknowledged by (Aubrey and Riley, 201) discussed the importance of a child’s potential for learning when assisted by an adult.  Observers should have a good understanding of child development   to be able to carry out true observations (Howard, 2017). (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) discuss Bronfenbrenner’s theory that practitioners should observe individuals through a variety of contexts which have an impact on their development therefore giving a holistic approach (Rose, 2014).
Before carrying out observations the observer needs to have a clear idea of what they are going to observe and why. For example, are the observations for individual children or as a group. Are the observations to assess a child’s engagement with others or their involvement in activities?  
One method of observation is Movement Tracking or Mapping.   To track a child’s movement throughout the setting (both indoors and outdoors) the observer needs to have a floor plan with the activities labelled. The observer then sets a time limit of how long they are going to observe the child for. (Brodie, no date). It is best not to carry out any observations when the child is tired, hungry, or ill as this will have an impact on the child’s behaviour (Howard, 2017).  Details which should be included are the date the observation was carried out, the time and the setting. Any changes to routine should also be documented, for example, new staff or children in the room. Mapping is carried out half termly to be able to build a profiled picture of individual children When observations are often undertaken, the children will become accustomed to being watched/observed and will not be distracted or feel insecure (Pacey, 2017). 
As the child moves, the observer records where the child was using arrows and records how long they were there for. If an adult is present at an activity that the child access, then it is recorded with an ‘A’ in a circle (Barber and Smith, 2020).
One advantage of this style of observation is that it can be carried out at any time and can be started or stopped at any time. This style will show what interests the child by showing how much time the child spends at certain activities, or how often they revisit the activity. This can then be used to assist in alerting practitioners to the child’s needs and interests (Rose, 2014, p6). This style of observation can also assess what schema or level the child is at. For example, a flitter, a transporter or a positioner. (Mairs,2012). Another advantage of mapping is that if carried out over a group of children or several different children the observations can also be used to assess which activities were accessed for longer periods of time and which ones were not used.
An advantage is also that the child can be unaware that they are being observed as it can be from a distance (Barber and Smith, 2010). This will enable the child to self- direct their play and interests. 
A negative point with using Mapping is that there is no depth and therefore cannot be used for assessing developmental milestones or speech and language. The observation does not allow for environmental factors or development factors which could give a biased assessment. The observation is the beginning process in which practitioners build upon to support children’s learning (Machan, 2016).
Another negative for this style of observation is that it does not record the nature of the play. It does not record what the children are doing and thinking or what body language they are using.   It does not record how the child is responding to others within the setting or how they are using the materials.  



Section 4.
According to (Mc Inness, 2011) play underlines the development of children in the early years and the way in which they learn.  Although the (Foundation Phase, 2015) was designed to allow children the freedom of self -directed play (Play Adventures, 2019) the way it was delivered depended on individual practitioners and settings (McInnes, 2011).  
When carrying out observations and assessments in children the most natural way to observe them is through play (Rose, 2014).  (Welsh Government, 2014) state that play surrounds children’s behaviour when it is freely chosen, self- directed and naturally motivated.  Play in its true essence has no goal or reward and underlines a healthy holistic development not just for children themselves but for the society in which they live. 
(Bruce, 2020) shared Froebel’s idea that free flow play provides opportunities for children to experience things first -hand and to use materials to explore, discover and re use repeatedly. (Bruce, 2020) also acknowledges that when engaged in play, children have external pressure from directed activities, goals or rules which when observing will give an unbiased account of the child. When children are involved in free flow play, they are in control of their own learning. The new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2014) supports this theory through self- directed play that children are ambitious, capable learners ready to continue their learning journey. 
(McInnes, 2011) acknowledged how many of the definitions of play are from the perspective of adults and not children. Adult led activities provide less opportunities for children to play freely as usually there are specific outcomes and limitations, therefore children do not see it as ‘playing’ (Mc Innes et al. 2013). 
(Rose,2014) suggests that adult led activities are ‘structured’ or ‘closed’ whilst self -directed activities are associated with being’ open ended’ or ‘free’. 
The Te Whariki perspective on the adult’s role is to work in partnership to empower the children as life- long learners by supporting children into developing their capabilities to be competent and confident learners. This approach uses the family and community as an integral part of the curriculum recognising that children learn through positive relationships with people, places and things (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2017).
The adult’s role is to provide opportunities for self-directed play, takin into account the use of indoors and outdoors as equal rich environments. The environment should also be a place where children feel safe, secure and provide opportunities for all levels of development. (Early Years Matters, no date). Both indoors and outdoors need to be flexible to adapt to children’s interests and needs. Open ended resources for example, tyres, bolts, wooden reels and crates are loose parts that can provide endless play opportunities, materials that can be used in unlimited ways, transformed, transported, changed built and broken down providing endless opportunities for independence, self -directed and exploration. (Davy and Gallagher, 2017).

(Rose, 2014), defines early years practitioners as having ‘seven selves’: Four of them include: 
· The Critical Reflector- practitioners’ beliefs, values, preconceived ideas and attitudes affect the provision provided. Sharing ideas and working collaboratively with children in the planning and assessing of their environment, resources and opportunities to give them a sense of belonging and valued as a member of society (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) acknowledges Schon’s theory of the importance of reflective practise in order to develop and improve practise. Montessori (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) also theorised that children needed to feel secure in their environment.  The new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2015) supports practitioners in being flexible and creative to ensure children are happy confident learners. 
· The Observer and the assessor – observing children through play enables the practitioner to have an insight into the children’s needs and interests using a holistic approach which includes their personal, social and emotional development. From the observations the practitioner can assess how to support individual needs and extend their development. Ways in which practitioners can assess children are through observations and evidencing for example, videos of children being engaged in their play. The use of video allows practitioners to assess children’s language development, social interaction and physical skills. The children can then be supported by the outcomes for example, speech and language support, activities to extend knowledge and learning or social interaction.   
· The Creator-to create appropriate learning environments which support and enhance individual needs. By offering opportunities for children to decide where they want to play, what they want to play, with what they want to play and how they want to play supporting Piaget and Bruner’s theory that children are active participants in their own learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Practitioners need to provide opportunities that provide uninterrupted play where children can visit and revisit, ensuring that all children’s play is valued (Early Years Matters, 2021).
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