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THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY
In Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) it states that all children have the right to rest and leisure, which is to engage in play and recreational activities and to participate in cultural life and the arts.
IPA (2010) stated that children consider playing as one of the most important times of their lives and appreciate having the time, freedom as well as having places to play. Lester & Russell (2008) discuss the importance of children’s play, the effects on their physical, emotional, social and intellectual wellbeing, and health. They highlight the important qualities of play, such as uncertainty, challenge and flexibility, and how these impact on children’s capability to change, survive, succeed and shape their social and physical environments (Lester & Russell, 2008, p.126). This links to Donaldson’s (2015) report, specifically one of the four purposes at the heart of the new curriculum- “Healthy, Confident Individuals” focuses on the child building their mental and emotional well-being, as well as their physical and mental health.
Sutton-Smith (2003) suggests children will experience a variety of emotions such as frustration, determination, achievement, disappointment, and confidence whilst playing, and through practice they will learn to manage these feelings. Mannello, Casey & Atkinson (2019) documented how children being able to play without adults’ intervention is a significant issue, especially when encouraging lifelong qualities, such as flexibility and the improvement of social relationships. Montessori (cited in Aubrey & Riley, 2016) believed the environment plays an important part in a child’s learning and that they should be able to choose their activities using resources that scaffold their learning. This will help the child develop their self-control and self-respect, and with this freedom progressing their responsibility into being more independent and confident whilst making decisions (Aubrey & Riley, 2016).
Spielgaben (2013) found that many child development theorists, experts, and psychologists believe that young children learn best through play and self-discovery. Of these, Froebel, Montessori, Reggio Emilia, and Waldorf-Steiner each have their own methods of how children learn best whilst playing (Spielgaben, 2013). Each of these four theorists’ methods consider early years differently from a development point of view, and each stress the significance of play and self-directed discovery (Spielgaben, 2013). There are similarities and differences in the methods, but they all support educating the “whole child” and think that children should oversee their own learning to varying degrees (Spielgaben, 2013). In the creative development section of the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015) it says that children should have the chance to explore and investigate the inside as well as the outside surroundings of their setting, as this will help develop their skills in movement, senses, imagination, helping them to express their feelings.  
Froebel (Spielgaben, 2013) believes that young children have distinctive abilities and needs, and adults should act as the “gardeners” of children’s potential. Froebel claimed that young children may learn better in environments that offer stimulating and equipped experiences, and where they can discover and learn from their own perspectives (Spielgaben, 2013).

Froebel's idea was that education should aim to develop all areas, for example: social, academical, emotional, physical and spiritual. Froebel’s Method includes motor expression, social participation, free self-expression as well as creativity. According to Bruce (2012), Froebel sees the child as a whole person with individual thoughts and feelings, saying that just like no setting is the same, neither is a child, and this supports the idea of holistic development through play.
Montessori’s (Spielgaben, 2013) method is similar and is implemented in numerous settings around the world. Montessori (Spielgaben, 2013) believes that children are all naturally eager to learn, and they can build confidence in a sensitive and encouraging environment, intellectual skills (Spielgaben, 2013). The role of the teacher is to support each individual child to achieve to their maximum ability and the Montessori method provides child-sized resources that are real (for example, a sharp saw to cut wood). These experiences help children build fine motor skills, giving them independence, and supporting holistic development (Montessori Academy, 2019). Similarly, Reggio’s method emphasises the importance of children being able to express themselves creatively and imaginatively, both as individuals and in groups (Thornton and Bronton, 2014). Steiner’s method too, is based on learning through experiential activities, and Steiner’s believed children should be surrounded by beauty in an appealing environment. A Steiner’s classroom is more home-like, packed with natural materials where children have times of directed free-play, which concentrates on the child’s changing needs which supports critical thinking skills (Spielgaben, 2013).

WHY IS RISKY PLAY BENEFICIAL?
Ouvry (2011) explains that learning to move about through play is not all about making their muscles stronger, it also helps with the growth and development of the child stimulating their bodies as well as their minds in outdoor spaces such as the garden, parks, and woodlands. Children will learn how to use their bodies, finding out their strength, how fast they are when they run, how high they feel safe to climb and how loud they can express their voice, they will test themselves as they grow older figuring out what they are capable of doing confidently (Ouvry, 2011). This is supported by the Te Whariki approach that highlights the importance of play in helping with children’s growth and development (Lee et, al. 2013). Even though there is a level of risk for both children and us, it means that as adults we have to try to be brave and allow children to improve their strength (Ouvry, 2011). This can help them, and us, learn what dangers should be of concern, and which ones the child can work out for themselves (Ouvry, 2011). This can be seen in Forest Schools, where adults are encouraged to let their children do activities such as build fires for cooking so that children as young as 3 can test their limits (Knight, 2011). Falling over and hurting ourselves is a way of life and it will help children to build their confidence and it will benefit them in helping them to make smarter decisions (Ouvry, 2011)
In an article written by Solly (2016) it says that children are pre-programmed to take risks and that they are often more capable of doing things than adults sometimes give them credit for. Solly (2016) also says that allowing them to do things such as walk on a log over a stream, and climbing trees, will help develop their balance. Tovey (2007 cited in Solly, 2016, p.1) also mentions about the benefits of risk, saying that risk is a natural part of life and that bumps, bruises, and falls are all a part of learning and that ‘we must not succumb to overwhelming anxiety or recklessness’. Furthermore, Gill (2007) says that children will naturally seek out risks and challenges and that it is an essential part of their life, making it meaningful as well as satisfying. 
Sandseter (2011) identified the categories that attract children to risky play, and these are height, speed, tools, elements, rough and tumble, and hiding and privacy. Gill (2007) also suggests that adults should be encouraging children to engage in free play, so that they can develop their own risk assessments. Sandseter (2011) goes on to say that in an appropriately challenging garden children can achieve these with use of different resources, including vehicles with wheels, gardening tools, ropes, ladders, and dens. Additionally, they could always use other materials such as sand, water, and mud Sandseter, 2011). White (2010), stated ‘that children need the natural world and that it looks after them.  They are biologically designed to be in it and therefore thrive by being in intimate, everyday contact with it.  It provides the most generous and powerful learning environment, with great affordance for child-led learning and development’.
Bazley’s (2018) research discusses Russell and Lester’s (2008) summary report about play where it says that whilst some children are still able to roam freely where they live, for many different reasons some cannot. However, it appears that parental fear is one of the biggest barriers stopping children playing outside with their friends (Bazley, 2018). Parents will remember when they were young and how they played with some aspect of risk and this, along with past experiences, will affect the way they see their child play, even though their instinct is to be concerned for their child’s safety (Bazely, 2018).
Brown (2017) mentioned that the play worker walks on a thin line between freedom and protection on a daily basis. They must protect the children without being too over-protective, which means some children are not able to test their boundaries and test their limits (Brown, 2017). However, it would also be irresponsible of the play worker to allow a child to put themselves in dangerous situations (Brown, 2017). Brown (2017) also considers that a key part of play work is the common belief that risky play can be beneficial, and that intervention is not required unless there is any safeguarding or safety issues.







OBSERVING PLAY
Observation is an important part of the Foundation Phase. The most important reason for observing the child, is to find out whereabouts on the learning scale they are, in order to help them improve, and to find any complications or unique abilities (Welsh Government 2017). While practitioners are observing and listening, they will be able to collect evidence from children before and after abilities have been explained over time, allowing practitioners to consider how much growth the children have made and if they need further help to enhance their learning (Welsh Government 2017). Piaget (cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p.34) ‘saw children as constructors of their own knowledge, taking information from people and objects in their environment and making meaning from them’. Schemas are mental structures of the mind which store information gathered from around the child (Piaget (cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2016, p.34). Piaget (cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2016, pp. 36-37) believes that babies are born with natural schemas which will allow them to interact with others. However, as their skills develop, they will start to create an idea in their brains which will help them to develop new schemas (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). 
Observing children in both indoor and outdoor environments is important in helping build a picture of the child’s holistic development (Welsh Government 2017). Froebel (Early Education, no date) reflects on not only the whole child’s, health, physical development, environment, emotional well-being, mental ability, social relationships, but also their spiritual aspects of development which are just as important.
Froebel (Early Education, no date) believes:
it was important for practitioners to understand the principles of observation including professional practice, the multiple lenses through which they see children- and that children see their worlds, as well as offering children freedom with guidance and considering the children's environments including people and materials as a key element of how they behave. 
              Froebel (Early Education, no date)
Froebel (Early Education, no date) centred a lot of his knowledge of children on observing them and this transformed the way we think about children's play. Using a child-initiated activity, practitioners are working with the children giving them the freedom, but also with thoughtful guidance putting imaginative play at the centre of our curriculum (Early Education, no date).
Children may possibly act and learn in a different way outdoors, and it is important to consider this when assessing them (Welsh Government, 2017). Bronfenbrenner (Aussie Childcare Network, 2018, p.1) stated that:
the personality and behaviour of the child will influence the way people in the environment will interact with that child. He also believes that the interactions between environmental factors could affect the child’s development.
(Aussie Childcare Network, 2018, p.1)
Observations of certain abilities do not need activities to be set up, for example, when they are freely playing outside (Welsh Government, 2017). Skill ladders have been created to show what can be seen through a combination of child-led and practitioner-led activities indoors as well as outdoors (Welsh Government, 2017). Children are inspired to recognise and understand the development of their abilities and are also given the chance to share their own thoughts and feelings on how they think they are improving in various activities (Welsh Government, 2017). Nutbrown (2011) states that adults need to ‘watch with open eyes and keep an open mind about the meaning and importance of what they see’, this means that practitioners should not make assumptions about what the child is thinking, or what they will achieve, and to remain objective.
Activities and resources should be designed sensibly to make sure they are suitable to support children’s learning and development (Welsh Government, 2017). The practitioner’s role is to prepare and provide suitable learning skills that are suitable for the child’s age and progress individually. This will help the children to be aware of whereabouts they are in their own learning, where they need to progress to also how they will do it, whilst practitioner’s not only support but challenge the children making sure they do progress (Welsh Government, 2020). Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is the area of understanding of what a child can do at present and what they potentially can go on to learn with support from a ‘more knowledgeable other’ (Teacher of sci, 2019). The ZPD is illustrated by circles where the area of the child’s existing awareness is shown by the smaller circle, this being where the child can achieve knowledge through their own attempts. The upper circle shows the ideas a child can understand but are unable to achieve without intervention from practitioners to support them. A main complication of this idea is that the child’s learning is not created only by them (Teacher of sci, 2019).

THE IMPORTANCE OF OBSERVING AND ASSESSING PLAY
According to Powell & Wellard (2008), UK Government policies are in place for schools to follow and this links directly to the research on the importance of play in a child’s holistic development. 
Takhvar (1988) and Howard et al. (2003) highlight that the research that has been done on play appears to mainly be from the practitioners’ point of view. For instance, the children might appear to be enjoying the resources provided but may not necessarily connect it with play, instead seeing it as a learning activity provided by the practitioner (Takhvar 1988; Howard et al. 2003).
Children have proven that they use signs to find out whether an activity is seen as play or not, for example the location of the activity, whether a practitioner is present or not (Karrby 1989; Wing 1995; Howard 2002).
According to Lieberman (1977) the outcome of research done to offer support suggests that play is the attitude to a task, which is different to play as a visible performance. Even though applying the same tools, children showed behaviours linked with an improved emotional well-being whilst doing the activities they recognised as ‘like play’ instead of ‘not like play’, determined by the ‘Leuvens Involvement Scale’ (Laevers et al. 1994). The children that took part in the activity that was ‘like play’ were truly involved, moved their body position around more compared to the children who done the same activity but was meant as ‘not like play’. These signs are like older children’s individual descriptions of their own emotional well-being (Fattore et al. 2007; Layard & Dunn 2009). However, the difference in ‘not like play’ activities the children were distracted easily, their verbal communication was less helpful and even though they were able to move their body position the children were more inclined to sit still in the chair (Layard & Dunn 2009).
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