1903033 	EAEE4044/C	3080
The Role of Play in the Early Years
Section 1
The Welsh Government (Wales - a Play Friendly Country, 2014) state that “play is central to their enjoyment of life and contributes to their well-being” when talking about making Wales ‘Play Friendly’. The UNCRC (1989) ensures that children have the right to rest, participate in leisure activities, and play in Article 31; children have the right to play and enjoy doing things for their own gain, not anyone else’s. The Welsh Government (Play Policy Implementation Plan, 2006) place a lot of value on the child and their experiences of play; they define play as something that is freely chosen, child led, comes naturally to the child, and has no goal or reward at the end. Play allows the child to explore the world around them in a natural and imaginative way; a few moments of play covers multiple developmental and learning opportunities that may not be available through structured learning (Ofsted, 2015).  As well as adults focusing on the importance of play, children also consider play to be one of the most important aspects of their own lives (IPA, 2010). 
Self-directed play is considered by the Welsh Government (Wales - a Play Friendly Country, 2014) to be a ‘fundamental and integral part of healthy development’ (pp. 14) for both the child and the society in which the child is part of. Self-directed play can be useful to observe development in early years settings as play is often when the child demonstrates their intelligence at the highest level of capability (Bruce, 2011). This idea is supported by Howard and McInnes (2012) as they concluded from their play research that children who consider themselves to be playing are more likely to be engaged with what their doing and more focused compared to children who consider the task to be work. Froebel believed that children learn best and thrive through play as it allows for problem solving. Froebel suggested that children do best when they feel emotionally secure which happens when the child has plenty of opportunities to play freely (Tovey, 2017). 
Adventurous play is strongly encouraged in early years settings as it allows the child to explore risk in a safe way (Bruce, 2012). The idea of adventurous play can be linked to McMillan (1930) who argued that children should be able to play “bravely and adventurously” (Broadhead et al., 2010, pp. 79). Adventurous play does include an element of risk; children look to push their boundaries and try new things out both with their bodies and with their toys (Broadhead et al., 2010). Broadhead et al. (2010) believes the benefits of adventurous play are that the child is learning their own limits in an environment that they are in control of rather than the adult, and they can choose the pace and degree of risk themselves. Adventurous play such as playing tag, climbing trees and skipping, according to Groos (1901), is a desire evolved from natural selection that allows children to develop both the physical and mental needs required throughout life.  
The holistic development of the child should be considered in every early years setting (Welsh Government, 2015) and can encouraged through play. Self- directed play helps develop a child’s social skills; during self-directed play, children have the opportunity to engage with other children without it being forced by adults. They get the chance to solve their own problems and learn effective communication skills (Wilson, 2012). Vygotsky (1927, citied in Mooney, 2000) also suggests using his theory of the Zone of proximal development that children learn by watching others; this is often developed through social interaction (Kozulin et al, 2003). Play can often encompass dancing, running, and general moving around which means that the child is developing their gross motor skills by using their larger muscles (Galluhue, 1982). As well as using their larger muscles, during play children often have the opportunity to use small and fine objects which can help develop their fine motor skills (Henniger, 2008). 
Emotional development is also strengthened during play as play encourages children to find ways of dealing with their emotions and understand how they are feeling without an adult telling them. Gordon Biddle et al. (2013) suggests that play helps children feel proud of themselves as there is no right or wrong way to play, therefore it is always a positive experience. Play can add value to the adults around the child as playing with the child allows the adult to engage with the child in a way that the child can respond to (Yogman et al., 2018). This is particularly important when building a relationship with the child and develops the child’s social and emotional development.  





Section 2
Little (2006) defined risk as a behaviour in which the outcome was not certain; there is potential success as well as potential failure. Whilst ensuring that children remain safe and away from harm is a main role for the adult, Brussoni et al. (2012a) suggests that imposing restrictions on a child’s outdoor play to a high level can hinder their development. According to Eager and Little (2011, cited in Brussoni et al., 2012b, pp. 3135) children who do not experience risky play are linked with mental health concerns in the future and a lack of independence as they grow up. Risk taking in play allows children to push their own boundaries and find their own personal limits; the boundaries are set by their own confidence and competence and are not controlled by adults (Broadhead et al., 2010). Sandseter (2007) and Stephenson (2003) both noted in research surrounding children’s play and risk that children increase the level of risk as play which could suggest that children enjoy the feeling of fear and elation when they complete a risky activity. Play Wales (2013) emphasise an importance on children taking risks when outdoors as it allows the child to learn how to trust others and themselves as well as contributing to their social and emotional development. Outdoor learning is a way that schools and early years settings introduce an element of risk in a manageable way; the outdoor environment facilitates risk taking such as climbing and being imaginative with their surroundings as well as testing their own boundaries (Estyn, 2015).  
Sandseter & Kennair (2011) suggest that risky play is beneficial to children’s development as it allows them to explore their environment and test their fears; it’s suggested that if a child is not exposed to risky play then their fears may remain irrationally into adulthood. The desire of risk is innate in all children; if children are not able to explore that risk during play then there is a fear that they may seek to experience it away from adults (Brussoni et al, 2012). Not only does exploring risk in play keep the child safe, risk allows children to develop their social development through demonstrating their courage and physical skills to both themselves and their peers (Green, 1997). This will allow the child to develop on their own self-esteem, learn their own abilities, and develop a sense of independence once they are aware of their limits, according to Play Scotland (n.d). This is supported by Erikson (1950, cited in Mooney, 2000) who suggested that the second stage of psychosocial development is when the child develops their sense of independence without feeling embarrassed. By exploring their risks in play, children are more likely to reach their psychosocial developmental targets accordingly.  Risky play involves a lot of moving around such as jumping, running, climbing, and balancing; this sort of risky play is vital for gross motor development for children (Bottrill, 2018). Bottrill (2018) suggests that gross motor development is needed for body strength, self-esteem, and brain development; being physical is not just about achieving physical outcomes but gives children a sense of worth. Martin (2010, cited in Moyles, 2010) recommends that children are encouraged by adults to explore risks as children who feel as though they are trusted to play independently are likely to feel trust in adults; the level of trust the child has for the adult can help them develop a relationship where they feel confident to talk to the adult and interact with them. 
Whilst risky play is beneficial for the development and learning in the early years settings, risky play does not come without risk (Play Wales, 2008). The law in Wales is that all risks must be assessed and deemed that the benefits outweigh the risks and that the risks are manageable (Health and Safety code of practise, 2017). Risk assessments are required to be completed by the early years settings looking at how risk can be managed without removing the benefits that the children will receive. Bottrill (2018) suggests that risk should be assessed with the children and negotiated with them; this will allow the children to realise the importance of following the rules and feels real. An example that Bottrill (2018) gives is climbing a tree; he suggests that if the children want to climb a tree, the adult can tie a ribbon around the tree to mark off the maximum height or climb the tree with the children testing the branches together.








Section 3
The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) observation is an assessment tool that the Welsh Government have implemented in the early years settings to monitor the progress of children in those settings (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2017a). The FPP supports the assessment of the children’s learning and development throughout their time in the foundation years and provides a nationally consistent baseline for the whole country. According to the Welsh Government (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2017a), the FPP is a continuous observation throughout early years that supports the early identification of SEN/ALN and allows for early intervention. The FPP frequently asked questions (Welsh Government, 2017b) outlines the four key areas of learning: personal and social development including well-being and cultural diversity, communication skills including language and literacy, mathematical development, and the child’s physical development. 
The FPP looks at meeting developmental ‘norms’ that link back to the work of Piaget (1967, cited in Doherty and Hughes, 2009, pp. 261); the stages of development relate to what the child should be achieving at their age and looking at their progress. This is beneficial to early years settings as the observations will highlight any potential ALN or SEN that the child may have by comparing them to the national scores. Flavell, Miller & Miller (2002) argues that Piaget’s stages are too rigid and that children develop at their own rate; slow development doesn’t necessarily mean that the child has ALN or SEN but that the child will reach the developmental milestone in their own time.  
Piaget (1967, cited in Mooney, 2000, pp. 62) suggests that children are required to do things independently in order to fully develop their potential and children learn best when adults are not directing them; this advocates the FPP observation as the child is likely to be playing or being independent when the progress is being monitored. Montessori (1907, cited in Mooney, 2000, pp. 29) heavily based her work on children learning best through doing and repeating; the FPP observations do not allow for continuous flow of observations which means the child is observed once after 6 weeks. This does not allow for that repetition that Montessori (1907) supported. When children are being observed multiple times, this can help identify the true capabilities of the child rather than just a one off snap shot; Riddell-Leech (2008) emphasises that when a child is feeling sad or unhappy, they are not likely to engage with play or show their true developmental abilities which would mean the child would not appear to make progress during that observation. The FPP observations are required to be completed within the first 6 weeks of the child entering reception class; this does not give all children enough time to settle into their new surroundings and feel comfortable enough to show their full abilities.
According to the FPP handbook (2017) there is no universal way to record the observations in the foundation phase; whilst this means each setting can choose the method that works for them, it also means that the observations could become biased. Riddell-Leech (2008) recommends that observations remain non-judgemental and unbiased, looking at what the child has done in that observation time and not what the observer knows the child can do. As well as remaining unbiased, the observer may not include important details that could explain or be the cause of an anomaly during the observation. Environmental factors should be considered, for example, if it was a hot day, the behaviour of the child may be unusual and show regression in their development; any potential cause for behaviours should be recorded (Hobart & Frankel, 2004). An example of this is the FPP behavioural regulation mentions that the child is able to be calmed by an adult; if the child was particularly hot and uncomfortable due to the weather then the child is less likely to calmed compared to a typically ‘normal’ day. The FPP is the information gathered that is then fed back to parents/carers to update them on their child’s progress (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2017). Whilst feeding this information back is important to maintain good communication with the parents (Estyn, 2018), feeding back information when the child is not reaching developmental ‘norms’ could potentially cause the parents to experience anxiety over the child’s performance when there is no need. The FPP specifically mentions that whilst the information gained can highlight potential ALN or SEN it is not designed to diagnose children. 
Whilst the FPP is a nationally distributed observation tools designed for the early years settings, the lack of guidance on completing the observations appears to mean it is ambiguous and personal to each individual setting (Riddell-Leech, 2008) which then removes the consistency it originally conveyed.



Section 4
[bookmark: _GoBack]Riddell-Leech (2008) considers observations to be the fundamental way of understanding children’s needs. Observations are often used a form of assessments in early years settings as they allow practitioners to gather information on the child’s developmental progress (Riddell-Leech, 2008). Most observations are conducted in the child’s everyday environment such as when they are playing or following their usual routine; this allows the child to remain settled but allows for the practitioner to complete assessments (Doherty and Hughes, 2009). The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (Welsh Government, 2017) discuss using observations as a tool for assessment, talking about how child-led activities are encouraged. Child-led activities are activities which the child has chosen themselves without any adult input or for any end goal (Bruce, 2011). Fisher (2008, pp. 140) states that “play is the natural way in which children go about the business of learning.” This suggests that children learn their best through playing, therefore observing them whilst playing will demonstrate their full ability academically. For assessments, practitioners expect the child to demonstrate their full capabilities which requires them to be fully engaged; Howard and McInnes (2012) found in their research that children who completed an activity designed to feel like play were much more engaged throughout compared to children who thought they were ‘learning’. During play, children feel happy, secure, and have a sense of choice (Fattore, Mason, & Watson, 2007) which allows the child to demonstrate their abilities. Bottrill (2018) explains that children are often taken from their own self-led learning and told by practitioners to complete a task of the adult’s choice which will often lead to the child to lack enthusiasm and motivation. Bottrill (2018) suggests that early years environment should allow for the child to reach holistic developmental milestones naturally and through play rather than on the adult’s terms. For the environment to be engaging to the child, Hobart and Frankel (2004) believe that observing the children play allows practitioners to find out what fully engages the children and create activities surrounding their interests. Wood (2014) suggests that when observing children during play, they show you their academic development providing they are given the right tools. Wood (2014) saw that a child in an early years setting was able to count back from 15 when playing hopscotch rather than counting back from 15 because an adult had told her to. As well as academic performance, observing free play allows for practitioners to observe emotional and social development; free play can often include playing with or alongside peers as well as potential engagement with adults (Willan, Parker-Rees & Savage, 2004). Broadhead (2004) supports the idea that observation of play allows practitioners to observe the emotional development of a child by how they interact with peers and deal with any problems that arise during play. Using observations to assess development allows for practitioners to identify any concerns surrounding social and cognitive development through the child’s engagement in various play behaviours (Dougan-Farmer & Kaszuba, 1999). 
When observing a child during free play for the assessment of social and emotional development, Hobart and Frankel (2004) suggest that practitioners should consider the possibility that the observation may not be a true representation of the child as certain behaviours will not be present when the child is playing. Children will often pick up if the adult is watching them play and can respond to that by acting in a way they think the practitioner wants to see (Riddell-Leech, 2008), an example of this is if a child is met with confrontation during play, they are more likely to tell an adult if the adult is observing them than deal with it themselves. When reflecting on the observation, practitioners should consider this suggestion when determining if the observation gives an accurate picture on the child’s holistic development.
Structured observations are often used, and activities are designed for it to be considered ‘play’; whilst structured observations allow practitioners to observe a specific area of development, it is not considered as play as it is not freely chosen (Play Policy Implementation Plan, 2006). 
The practitioners play a role in how the child will perceive the activity they are doing, if the adult is next to them then the child is likely to see this as ‘work’ even if the practitioner views it as play (Moyles, 2010). For the child, if the adult communicates with them without the child giving a cue, then the child will also see this as work rather than play (Bottrill, 2018). Vygotsky (1927, cited in Mooney, 2000 believed that practitioners needed to observe children playing to determine where children are academically and what they can achieve as well as looking at social concepts. 
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