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The Importance of Play

Play is essential to all children and all children have the right to play. In line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 31 says that ‘Every child had the right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.’ Play is considered important not only for the enjoyment but for the social, intellectual, emotional, and physical developments of a child. Howard and McInnes (2013) acknowledge that play is like an amplifier which maximizes all the learning processes. That children are learning and developing more effectively when they are doing so through play or when they are feeling playful.
Play adventures (2020) describe Self Directed play as ‘the concept of allowing children to play without and imposed framework, on their own, without adult interference.’ That is personally directed, freely chosen and intrinsically motivated. Juster (2015) acknowledges that self-directed play allows children to learn how to take healthy risks, experience the joy of self-discovery and to practice necessary skills such as creative problem solving and overcoming obstacles. Frost et al. (2001) states that the main types of self-directed play are, cognitive play, social play, and physical play. However, Brown (2012) states that there can be barriers that restrict opportunities for children to engage in different forms of play. These include, quality space, increased screen time, limited play time available in school. Aminpour et al. (2020) carried out research into the value of in-between spaces for children within schools’ outdoor spaces, when they may not be adequate play environments. In-between spaces are considered the corners of the yard, edges of grassed areas, or paved edges of sports courts which are all considerably smaller than the main ‘play’ area. The finding of this research was that 65% of the children chose natural in-between spaces, as they were identified by children, as offering them more freedom to manage their own experience.
Fraser and Brown (2012) highlight the emotional benefits of self-directed play as building confidence and resilience to overcome and face new challenges. Play allows children to explore a world they cannot control. They acknowledge that outdoor play and exploration of the natural environment contributes significantly to their emotional wellbeing as it allows them to let off steam, exercise and participate in quiet reflection. A study published by The Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry in 1984 assessed the levels of anxiety of children aged three and four on their first day of preschool. They were assessed at first and labelled anxious or not anxious. They were then split in to two groups, one group in a stimulating, play environment with free choice and the other sat at a table to listen to a story. The research had show that the children who were initially found to be anxious but could play, their stress levelled had dropped more than twice as much as the anxious children who had listened to the story. Therefore, showing that play can have a variety of socio-emotional benefits. 
Caro (2012) explains that the role of an adult in children’s play is to become a ‘learning ally’ where they offer a safe environment, allow them to follow their own leads, support without interrupting and most importantly watch and wait while they learn, discover, and explore. She acknowledged that learning could take time and by observing from a distance, the adult is able to support children in play without interrupting their development. Like the role of an adult taking on the Montessori approach as a teacher or Early Years Practitioner, which can be considered as untraditional. The Montessori teacher establishes, maintains, and uses a planned and prepared environment run on child rather than adult time. Filippelli (2020) acknowledges that within schools there is demanding academic pressure but with the balance of a variety of play types such as object play, social play, imaginative and pretend play, creative play, and role play. This allows children to grow, gain different skills and along with their academic experiences, enrich their knowledge.
The Benefits of Exposing Young Children to Risk

‘All children and young people need and want to take risks physically and emotionally as they grow up, no matter what culture or background they come from, or what impairments or behaviour they may come with. The benefits of risk taking include extending skills, developing physical and emotional capacities, challenging ourselves in new ways and gaining direct experience of the consequences of our actions. Being brave and conquering a fear is something that is especially important to children and a sign of growth.’ Play in Wales (2020)
Sandseter and Kennair (2011) acknowledge that in modern western society, there is an increased focus on the health and safety of children, even when they are in play situations. They argue that even though they should try and avoid injury, they need to face varied challenges to develop both mentally and physically. Play in Wales (2021) supports this view with the Play Safety Forum, several organisations involved in play safety publishing in 2008 ‘Managing Risks in Play Provision: Implementation Guide’. The guide shows evidence of how early years settings can create a positive approach to risk managements that acknowledges the benefits of their play experiences, including the risks.
Previously, it has been believed that anxiety is caused by a negative experience. However, Poulton and Menzies (2002) suggest that all children could experience anxiety and that it is a normal part of their development. They suggest that the anxieties will go away when they experience the stimuli that caused the anxiety in a normal environment. For example, heights, water, and separation. Strong research into this theory suggests that normal interaction with the environment causing the anxiety may reduce anxiety and it may largely involve risky play, which creates positive, activation emotions and allows exposure and the ability to keep themselves safe during that risky play. Piaget (1936) states that along with the four stages of development and their sub-stages of ‘play’ assist the child to understand what actions they can take in several different situations and the consequence that the action will have and whether they are appropriate.

In accordance with the Foundation Phase Outdoor Learning Handbook (2009), it states that outdoor learning must support children to take appropriate risks. To ensure that the risks that the children may endure have been considered and evaluated. This is set that exposure to risk can help avoid injury in unsupervised and possible dangerous environments. The fact that Children need to experience risk is considered a fundamental part of outdoor learning. The role of the adult to support healthy risk in play is to ensure that all children have access, reach, and use materials or equipment without having to clamber in any way. Montessori (1911) opened the first learning environment with child size furniture and everything inside a Montessori classroom is accessible to the children as she wanted them to feel like their learning environment was a home away from home and give the children as much independence as possible. All practitioners should be aware of the health and safety procedures of their setting and be aware of government guidelines such as the Health and Safety executive that published Children’s Play and Leisure: Promoting a Balanced Approach (2015). They emphasise the importance of play for children well being and development and acknowledge that when providing play opportunities, the aim is not to eliminate risk, but to weigh up the risks and benefits. Most importantly, highlighting that accidents and injuries occur during play. It is important that a reliable communication system is in place for parents or carers when incidents do happen, such as accident forms or phone calls home. This will strengthen trust and form good relations to allow them to feel like the children are safe and protected within the setting.

Pilcher (2021) states that children need and want to take risks to explore their limits to gain new experiences. She acknowledges that children would not be able to walk, climb stairs or ride a bike unless they are provided with varied challenges that involves risk and injury. She emphasises the importance of practitioners allowing children to take risks before intervening, instead being observant and allowing the child to decide their own level of risk and overcome the challenge in hand. For example, putting a stop to the risk and making comments such as ‘ You will fall and hurt yourself’ would be describes as ‘good accident prevention’ but it is not good risk management.

The Foundation Phase Profile

The Foundation Phase Profile handbook (2017) states that the profile is made up of four areas of learning, Personal and Social Development/ Well-being and Cultural Diversity, Mathematical Development, and Language, Literacy and Communication Skills and Physical Development. It is considered a vital part of Welsh Government’s Early Years Development Assessment Framework (EYDAF). The main objective of the profile is to provide evidence of a consistent baseline by carrying out observations and assessments. The handbook also emphasises that it has been designed to line up with similar assessments carried out by health professionals so that it can give practitioners early indication of any Additional Learning Needs (ALN) to ensure they are being supported correctly. The Foundation Phase Profile can be carried out on children from six months to 7 years old.  It also allows clear and concise communication with the parents or carers regarding their child’s development. Bruce (2014) declares that a strong relationship between practitioners and parents can make a powerful and constructive partnership. That historically, parents are the first to observe in depth, the learning and development of their children. Bruce discusses different observation theories. The study carried out by Navarra (1955) and his wife, observing, and recording their 6-year-old child had particularly interesting findings. Firstly, that spontaneous activity provides the most useful information, secondly Navarra affirms that “The study of play activity becomes the most important device by which insight was gained concerning the conceptual development of the child.” 
Observations are essential to children’s development as it states in The Welsh Government document ‘Observing Children’ Which was first published in 2008 and revised in 2015. It acknowledges that observing children allows practitioners to gather evidence of new skills that have been taught, it also gives them the relevant information they need for future planning to meet all children’s learning and development needs. The document insists that observations should happen daily and become normal practice for practitioners. They recommend that an appropriate time to observe children is when they are playing, either alone or with other children. In both indoor and outdoor environments and with natural and commercial materials.
Bruce (2014) emphasises that to make good observations and keep precise records that there needs to be an adequate staff/child ratio, she highlights that one in depth observations is worth around 30 superficial daily ones. The Welsh Government (2014) carried out an independent evaluation on the implantation of the Foundation Phase, what impact it has had and how it can be improved. In the document; ‘Evaluating the Foundation Phase Key Findings on Staffing’. It finds that one of the main positive impacts was having more adults in the classroom as it provided the teachers with more flexibility for training, planning and observation. It compares research carried out in England that acknowledges that more practitioners in the classroom amplifies both practitioners and children’s attention to work.
The Foundation Phase Profile Handbook (2017) asserts that up to the age of 7 children are constantly acquiring new skills and each child will be going at their own pace. As they are developing a sense of their own identity, they require a varied range of activities, exploration, and experiences to support their emotional, intellectual, and physical development. When the Foundation Phase Profile is complete, each child will receive a score for each of the four areas of learning that I mentioned above. The outcomes range from Foundation Phase Bronze to Outcome 6. A clear system to measure progress. Their individual outcome will allow practitioners to determine the next steps for planning and support. The profile has recommendations at each outcome which will assist practitioners in providing enhanced and continuous provision to provide the best outcome for each individual child’s needs contributing to their learning and development.

The Role of Play when Undertaking Observations and Assessments

Smidt (2015) states that a common definition of child development could be that it is related to discipline or an area of ‘study’. However, Smidt argues that children all around the world learn to do varied, complex things without any access to formal education. For example, babies learn to smile, toddlers learn to walk and manipulate objects and they become able to express their feelings and communicate with language. 
Several of the key figures in child development, assert that children at play contributes and plays an important role in child development such as Piaget, Bruner, and Vygotsky. Piaget (1936) saw children as active learning and as well as his four stages of development he declared that the role that play had in a child’s learning and why they repeat behaviours, was useful in understanding observed behaviour. Vygotsky (1960) also shared a similar view to Piaget about play, he acknowledged that when we observe children at play, it allows us to see the child ‘stand taller than himself’. Bruner (1961) supported Vygotsky’s view, Bruner thought that play was a way in which children understand their experiences and it allows them to share their new experience and develop it further. 
Howard and McInnes (2011) carried out research to understand play and how it influences pedagogy and children’s perceptions of play. A small-scale study was discussed that was carried out over two settings, involving three practitioners (Two teachers and a teaching assistant) and four children (two girls and two boys) in each setting. Setting A who did not hold the cue of adult presence to make play and Setting B who did hold the cue of adult presence. After the study was conducted, the adults in setting A found that the observation of children’s play was vital but recognising when to intervene difficult to determine and they sometimes got it wrong. All the adults involved in Setting B agreed about the importance of observing children’s play and that they should wait to be invited. The research that is presented finds that still, there are many definitions of play and the observation of play that are based on an ‘adult-view’ and that they take a playful approach to adult led activities rather that observing the play act itself which has been proven to be beneficial to learning. 
Smidt (2015) discussed ‘watching children’ and how its benefits adults. Smidt acknowledges that practitioners have the opportunity to watch children every day, and it is a great reward to be able to see them learning in a varied, challenging, and enthusiastic way. Smidt affirms that as adults, we can also learn by watching carefully to help us understand further what we see. 
Neaum (2016) suggests that observing children when they play is a fantastic way of improving professional knowledge. Neaum argues that if observations are limited to formal assessments and against development expectations, the richness of their play and learning will be missed. 
‘If we choose to see only the aspects of learning of which we approve, we will lose the opportunity to see more of the picture, to learn more about learning…there is always more to learn and see.’ Drummond (1993)
Augustine (2007) states that play should be taken seriously and argues that play is beneficial and necessary to the development of gross motor skills, self-awareness, social skills, and problem-solving abilities. That play is essential to intellectual and emotional growth. Augustine argues that when we do not observe children at play, we are unable to gain a full view of their development and vital aspects are missed. That by observing children during play we have a wider view and understanding of their growth, likes, struggles and what makes them happy and how they develop relationships with others. Therefore, aiding us with a better insight in to how we can support and encourage them where it is most needed.
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