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What is play?
Play Wales (2022), refers to The Welsh Government’s definition of play as being freely chosen, personally led and naturally motivated. Play is something that can be accomplished with no reward or visible goal.  
The word “Play” has been seen as problematic in its definition over years.   Various definitions of play have been put forward throughout time, by category, criteria and continuum.  Nevertheless, among all the variations, these pose different limitations and focuses of play especially from an adult perspective. A more valuable approach maybe one that centers around play from a child’s point of view and the process that happens when play occurs (McInnes, 2013).  
In addition, Loizou (2017), describes play as a form of communication.  Children find ways to have fun, communicate their knowledge and understanding of the world, perfect their skills whilst expressing their needs to others around them. 
Another description of play can be described as an essential part of developmental learning in children.   Children explore their environments and learn through play.  Play is often considered as facetious activities that children partake in, when in fact this is far from the true as it is of high importance for children's development and learning, (Kamen 2007, p.140).

Section 1
Rough and Tumble Play
This type of play was academically named by the anthropologist Karl Groos who was the author of the book ‘Play of Animals’ in 1898 (Jarvis, 2007).   
It is essential that young mammals experience rough and tumble play to help provide for healthy development (Blythe 2005, p.186).   
Rough and Tumble can be made up by a combination of physical behaviours including chasing, play fighting, running and jumping.  These behaviours promote a positive emotional connection between the children partaking.  The children that take part in this type of play are likely to be friends and not two people that do not associate with each other.  This clearly shows the differences between rough and tumble play from the behaviour which might be seen as aggressive (Broadhead 2010, p.61).  
Huber (2017) supports the idea that rough and tumble play can often been misunderstood explaining the difference between aggressive fighting and rough and tumble.  During rough and tumble all participants consent to the play and are having fun as opposed to aggressive fighting where people become unhappy or back off from the play.  Huber explains that rough and tumble play can involve using the whole body, this can include bodily contact with another human or object.  
(Thornes 2009, p.369) explains the benefits of this close encounter play, helping children discover physical flexibility, gauging relative strength whilst being in a safe environment.   
Unfortunately, there is a stigma on rough and tumble play being typically associated with boys but it is just as important to ensure that equal opportunities for this type of play are given to girls to enjoy the boisterous and physical benefits (Joshi, 2021).  
In addition, Thornes provides an example of how practitioners can help support this type of play.  A practitioner should do this by standing back, monitoring the play and not intervening too soon whilst also making sure the environment is carefully risk assessed to avoid injury.   Also supplying adequate resources, for example soft play equipment and flooring if available.      
As well as promoting great physical development, Bokony (2019) claims that Rough and Tumble play helps to shape social, emotional and cognitive behaviour.  Bokony states that children are likely to learn more self-control, compassion and get to know their own boundaries during this type of play.  

Imaginative Play
Imaginative play can be described, to be when children are playing but traditional rules that control the real physical world people live in have no meaning or do not apply (Walker 2006, p.358). 
Examples of this may include Role Play, by imitating Mum and Dad, animals, hairdressers, firemen or working in a café.   According to Kamen (2007, p.149), imaginative play supplies children with opportunities to release frustration and emotional behaviour.  It also helps children to express a variety of emotions that they may be feeling.    
Piaget also believed imaginative play helped children to consolidate new knowledge children are developing cognitively (Berk, 2007). 
The ability to participate in imaginary play is a cognitive skill that will be required during a person’s lifetime.  Adults must encourage children to learn these skills during the early years, providing frequent opportunities for this type of play (Horman, 2016).   
Scharer (2017) explains that Vygotskys theory of play also supports views on imaginative play promoting cognitive, social and emotional development.  Furthermore, during imaginative play children create an imaginary situation and will act or take on a particular role on times these roles may have rules.   Scharer mentions that practitioners can support this type of play by modelling, enhancing and supporting children’s play whilst more importantly providing lots of opportunities and adequate time for play to happen.   
To support the children’s imaginative play parents and practitioners can, provide props and resources these don’t necessarily have to cost money they could be recyclable materials for example a cardboard box could have an endless use be it a car, a cot for the baby, a boat or a market stall to sell fruit and vegetables (Davies, 2011).  
When a child makes a cup of tea, a practitioner should model drinking it and tell them how nice it is.   This encourages the child’s play, opening opportunities to strengthen language and communication skills.
Section 2
It is so important that children can have the freedom to choose their own play.   Howard and McInnes (2012) explain that research shows children who choose their own play compared to children who are asked to join in an activity by an adult, are more likely to display increased emotional well-being.    
Piaget supports these findings, stating that children who interact with the environment around them, without being led by adults will learn more for themselves and evidence growth in curiosity helping to drive learning (Mooney 2000, p.80).  
Children are curious by nature it is important adults encourage children’s curiosity (Huber 2017).      By allowing a child to explore and choose freely, it will support the child to take ownership of their play space.  This in turn encourages flexibility and freedom, growing the child’s confidence and independence (Walker 2006, p.371). 
Susan Isaacs and Donald Winnicott demonstrate that a child needs that form of unintruded-upon space in which to play and not be interrupted by an adult, to build curiosity and gain competence (Blythe 2005, p.258).   
Adults can use the Play Cycle to understand and support children’s play (Sturrock, 1988). Sturrock illustrates part of the play cycle called ‘play cues’.  Play cues, draw or invite someone, to something in the environment. Play cues can be a gesture, a look, verbally or a body presence.   
A play cue can be seen as a signal that a child wants to play.   An example of this could be a child who kicks a ball in your direction, the child maybe indicating the want to play and hoping for the response of a ‘play return’ this can be by an individual or in the environment itself.  A play return is a response that the person or environment is willing to play, for example kick the ball back this becomes a ‘play frame’ (Walker 2006, p.373).  
Caro (2012) stresses the importance for adults to intervene when play can potentially cause harm or distress to the children involved.    An adult's role is important to provide a safe learning environment. 
Montessori placed an emphasis on the preparation of the environment believing that the environment must be child centered not only to provide space to play but to also make the environment beautiful, accessible to the children so that resources are at hand for independent use.  By making these resources accessible encourages the child to be responsible for their own learning (Mooney 2013, p.38-39).  
In addition, Caro suggests that an adult's role in children’s play can be to watch and wait as children explore and discover independently.   By observing, an adult can stand back and be on hand to support the children without interruption.   Children are generally happy to play if they can see the adult in the environment.  In turn when the adult can see the child at play this creates a solid support base (Caro, 2012)
Section 3
Foundation Phase Profile Observations
Foundation Phase Profiles are used as a tool to support practitioners in the assessment of children’s progress, development and skills.  It was designed to assess children’s abilities and development within four areas of learning, personal and social development, language, literacy and communication skills, mathematical and physical (Pacey, 2017).  Pacey explains that children meet a baseline then are assessed from there, symbolising a ladder of achievement during the first six weeks with two entries on each step of the ladder.  
McLachlan (2021) mentions that assessments like this are there to help practitioners identify and learn about children whilst supporting learning and development.  Assessments make practitioners aware of children’s strengths and weaknesses so that they can provide further support in future.  
Although assessments like the Foundation Phase Profile help support practitioners to possibly identify and provide early intervention for a child who may need support in a certain area none of this can cover up the fact that these assessments could be described as an out-of-context test, that in turn will tell us a minuscule amount of real understanding, developmental progress and future potential the child may have (First Discoverers, 2021).   
 These assessments may have a detrimental effect on a child’s feelings and well-being as a result of not reaching the milestone.   Margaret Donaldson pointed out many years ago that some children discover damaging conclusions about their self-worth and their own abilities as social beings and thinkers as a result of unsuccessfully reaching the demands of practitioners and teachers, resulting in an adverse effect on their general well-being if these goals are not achieved (David, 2006).    
These assessments can also be seen as subjective, what if the child does not have a bond or attachment with the practitioner assessing will this affect the results?  Bowlby believed that the earliest bonds formed by children with their caregivers have a tremendous impact that continues throughout life (Cherry, 2019).  Subsequently if the child doesn’t have that secure attachment, they will not be able to achieve self-actualisation, resulting in an unfair assessment.  Abraham Maslow concluded that fundamental needs must be met before the child can begin to fulfil their potential displaying this in his ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ (Tassoni 2010, p.69).

Section 4
There are many points to the process of carrying out observations.  If a practitioner is carrying out a non-participant observation, it is a good idea for the practitioner to position themselves so that the child can still be seen and heard but that there is no interference within the play space.   Practitioners should make detailed notes as soon as possible and try not to stare directly at the child making them feel uneasy (Tassoni 2008, p. 393)    
The process of all observations is about watching children's movements, expressions, behaviours and gestures.  In addition to the aforesaid it is also listening to their talk to themselves or communication and interactions with those around them. On occasions it can be joining in the child’s play and conversations being inquisitive asking and responding to questions.   Practitioners should also remain respectful and approach observation with sensitivity and be open to the child’s individual play and learning, leaving them feel comfortable and as settled as possible to gather a reliable source of evidence (Drake 2006).    
The reliability and validity of observation rely on many factors.   One of the most important being the amount of time you observe the child (Tassoni 2008, p. 393).  This maybe a reason why assessments like the Foundation Phase Profile’s can be seen as subjective in this form also.  These assessments rely on just two entries over a six-week period (Welsh Government 2017).   Tassoni then goes on to say that it is important for accuracy to observe children during different times of the day as well as in different environments.  Toddlers are especially liable to change their moods during different periods of the day.   Tassoni identifies that it is not only the children’s feelings that should come into consideration with the carrying out of observations.   Practitioners should consider their levels of self-awareness and objectivity, for example do they find the child difficult? and would this affect their observation.  
Ultimately the reason practitioners observe children in early years settings is to discover their interests, where the children enjoy playing and what they like to explore.   By observing a child in play, a practitioner can see how children interact with those around them, how they manage their feelings and behaviour and to evidence what stage of development they may be at or if there is a learning delay and intervention maybe needed (Pacey 2016). 
It is important for practitioners to observe children, so that reflection can be made on the practitioner’s observation methods to improve practice and provide individual play planning for the child, thus supporting their own unique learning and development (The Pennsylvania State University 2018)  
As a result of carrying out observations, Play Schemas can also be identified.  Schemas are described as patterns of behaviour that are repeated, these allow children to explore and develop play through their thoughts and ideas.   Practitioners can learn and identify children’s play schemas by observing them in their play.  Some children may show signs of enjoyment through a variety of play schemas, for instance connecting and disconnecting resources, positioning resources and maybe transporting items around the setting in during their play.   These highlight just a few examples of schematic play (Ball 2020).    
Howard and McInnes (2012) explain the difference between observing children through play and observing them when they are not at play.   When children approach an activity that they perceive as play which is initiated by themselves, their interests and led by the child, they show more signs of emotional well-being than what they would perceive as not play.  Not play would ultimately be when an adult asks a child to take part in an activity or if the adult is directly present.    Therefore, it is important as a practitioner to look at the activity and to work out whether that particular child would see this as play or not play, to enable the observation to be as accurate as possible.     
Vygotsky believed that the majority of learning happens when children play, believing that language and development build when children play as they are continuously using language.  Children discuss roles and objects and give directions.   They also correct their peers.   Vygotsky believed the importance of interactions made with those around children, advances the children’s knowledge and understanding.    Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development explains that a child that is on the edge of learning a new concept may benefit from an interaction with a practitioner to help scaffold their learning.  In order to scaffold Vygotsky believed that practitioners must become keen observers.  
Supporting this, Dewey’s belief that practitioners should use their wider knowledge and understanding of the world to support children to make sense of what surrounds them (Mooney 2013, p.101-102).  
Play can be a method in which children use to solve and deal with problems or difficulties they may experience.   It also helps acquire skills and can be a way for children to express emotions and feelings (Gaikwas 2015).   
Play therapy is often used to help children express these emotions. It also benefits them in various other ways.  It can help children have empathy and respect for others, ease anxieties and help develop coping strategies whilst also encouraging the use of language and improve development of fine and gross motor skills to name but a few (Gill 2019).   Gill explains further that play therapy sessions are undertaken in an environment in which the child feels comfortable and safe, where there are limited restrictions and distractions. There is a Nondirective type of play therapy, also called child-centered play therapy which helps children to communicate their inner thoughts and experiences using toys and play (Petruk, 2009).   
In additional to nondirective, there is directive play therapy for which there are specific interventions in mind and during the play sessions the therapist will know where they want to the discussions to go and often activities and toys are chosen before the session to purposefully lead the child to open up about the problems they are facing (Himelstein 2020).
The COVID19 Global Pandemic is a good example of how play therapy can play an important role now more than ever in children’s health, wellbeing and development.   Galbraith (2021) supports this statement by explaining the strain the pandemic has put on families with home schooling as a result of children being unable to attend schools.  This has had an unavoidable impact on children which has in turn increased their anxiety levels considerably.   Therefore, with children being offered the opportunity to take part in a variety of play therapies including Art Therapy would support their mental health also supporting their holistic development.  
Therefore, play is a very powerful tool which children use daily and can be observed by practitioners to support children in their holistic development.  
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