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 Section 1: The importance of play. Self-directed play. Play as a holistic developmental activity. Locomotor Play. The role of the adult.
The belief that play influences children’s development has its roots in ancient Greece, where Plato and Aristotle begun theorizing on how play can be educative whilst noticing the significance of play in the act of learning (Beaumont, 1994, p.30). Both Plato and Aristotle, as Beaumont (1994, p. 30) states, recognized the innate tendency of children to play, but considered that children’s games should be constructed in such way as to reflect reality, thus preparing them for adulthood. Athenian children had access to various toys such as rattle toys, small wheel carts, dolls, yo-yos, they played with real animals and participated in athletic games such as ball playing, running, jumping, discus-throwing and so on (Beaumont, 1994, pp. 33-35). Professor Barbara Voorhies has investigated different archaeological sites throughout Mesoamerica, recognizing the similarity of game traditions and instruments which revolved around two main themes – wars and races (Voorhies, 2012, p. 50). 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) proclaims the right of children to play in article 31, section 1:
States Parties recognize the right of the child 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 (UNICEF, 1990).
 The General Comment adopted by the UN in 2013 further clarifies and adds significance to article 31, expounding on how play is an essential activity towards children’s health, wellbeing and development, stimulating imagination and creativity and being an overall enriching learning act (UNCRC, 2013, P. 4). The Comment defines play as being: “… any behaviour, activity or process initiated, controlled and structured by children themselves.” (UNCRC, 2013, p. 5). This definition highlights the self-determining characteristic of play as a child-initiated activity. What adults perceive as ‘play’ may not be seen as such by children and the EPPE research has found that child-initiated activities provided a higher level of intellectual stimulation and better opportunities for educators to extend the learning process (Sylva et al, 2014, p.6). 
Distinguished classic and contemporary educators have emphasized the relevance and the complexity of play in children’s lives. As cited by the trust that carries his name, Frederic Froebel stated: “Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child’s soul.” (Froebel’s Trust, no date). The pedagogue recognized the autonomous quality of play, the self-determination of their actions when playing and the understanding they acquire through play, of the surrounding natural world. Tina Bruce (2020) uses the Froebelian ethos to expose children’s internal motivation to play, the genuineness and creativity and the physical abilities used in the act of play, accentuating that children can recognize themselves as individuals, find out what they are good at, establish new relationships, master effective communication, develop control over themselves and over the space they are in (Bruce, 2020). Maria Montessori also perceived play as essential to children’s holistic development and encouraged it in a realistic framework through practical activities that meant to stimulate growth and prepare the child for adult life in a community (Lillard, 2013, p. 161). The three psychoanalytical theories of play expose slightly different outlooks: whereas Jean Piaget thought play is used by children as an instrument to familiarize with the environment - connecting outer stimuli to inner concepts and for its pleasurable quality, Lev Vygotsky viewed play as a primary source of progress for children, promoting cognitive development through the learning of new concepts, thus ensuring higher mental functions, and similarly, Jerome Bruner noticed that play was used to experience the surroundings through acquiring new information, thus allowing for creativity and flexibility, while also experimenting with different behaviors (Brown and Patte, 2013).
The numerous variations of play are recognized by Play Wales, but only the sixteen types of play Hughes model is used in the UK: from communication to creative play, deep play, dramatic and exploratory play, fantasy, imaginative and locomotor play, to role-play, rough and tumble and so on (Play Wales, 2017). The role of play and play types on children’s holistic development is acknowledged by the Welsh Assembly Government, its Play Policy instating the mental, physical, social, emotional and creative benefits that derive from play (Welsh Assembly Government, 2002). Moreover, play offers protection and prevention to children, focusing on both their physical, mental health and progression (Lester and Russell, 2014, p. 245). For instance, locomotor play, seen as any physical activity of movement happening in any possible direction and undertaken for its enjoyment, confers physical strength, balance, agility, flexibility and endurance while aiding children to familiarize with their surroundings, thus helping them assess the areas that are safe or dangerous (Play Wales, 2017).  Else (2014) highlights the importance of locomotor play in the present global battle against obesity, showing the physical benefits of wasting energy: muscular growth and coordination, flexibility and agility. 
The adults can act as inhibitors of children’s self-directed play or as enablers: a child’s perception of an activity as play or not play depends on adult presence and their level of involvement in that activity (McInnes et al., 2013, p. 280). It is suggested (McInnes et al. 2013, pp. 278-280; Sylva et al., 2014, p. 6) that adults can support children’s learning through play by partially ceding control over their activities, all the while remaining in proximity and sustaining interaction through playfulness and language use – using open ended questions, sustained shared thinking and adult modelling. Loizou (2017, pp. 793-794) indicates the need for further research on the pedagogy of play, stating that a clearer framework of knowledge, resources and methods on children’s play may enable teachers to promote learning and development through its different forms.



 Section 2. The benefits of exposing children to risk. Keeping children safe while providing risk opportunities. 
	Archer and Siraj (2015, p. 26) point out the essential role of the adults in providing children rich, stimulating play settings, both indoors and outdoors, where they can take risks and explore, all whilst learning. With an emphasis on dynamic and adventuresome physical recreation, they mention the neurological stimulation and problem-solving skills that children acquire through risky locomotor play, as well as boosting their confidence and health (Archer and Siraj, 2015, p. 34). The Welsh Government’s Play Policy (2002) acknowledges the value of play and the inborn tendency of children to seize opportunities and take increasing risks while pursuing play.
	Risk taking is a requisite life skill and a fundamental part of play, benefitting children in various ways: from physical conditioning and psychological progression, to respecting the natural elements and being aware of their characteristics when playing with them, to becoming stronger and more agile, forming new bonds, increasing self-esteem, developing problem-solving skills and flexibility (Hughes, 2012). Hughes (2012) considers all people have to learn to assess risks and that children have the opportunity to do so in deep play, while also figuring out how to be prudent, how to estimate risk and not be afraid of the natural environment because of its dangers – an essential quality to personal happiness and survival. Regarding deep play, Play Wales (2017) characterizes it as being rooted in basic human need to feel exhilarated and alive while conquering fears. Hughes’ view is also shared by Brown (2014) who reflects on the fact that children need to test the boundaries of their play setting to learn about danger, where it lies and what their limits are; not experiencing this process in early years can lead to being unable to cope with the concepts of challenge, danger and risk in later life. 
	In a research paper analyzing Norwegian pre-school settings, Sandseter (2007, p. 243-250) has classified risky play into six types, the most popular amongst children being climbing and jumping from heights. From interviewing both children and staff, the researcher has shown that both parties were aware of the high level of danger of falling the children were exposing themselves to, also noting that the children viewed these as frightening but also fun. Other risky play types included playing at high speed, playing with dangerous equipment, playing in proximity of unsafe natural settings, rough-and-tumble play and playing to disappear. 
	There is an internationally recognized need for a balanced approach to managing risk while also providing risk opportunities for play. Policy makers, governments and organizations have stressed the necessity not to eliminate risk from play activities but to properly consider both risks and benefits. Bazley (2018) explains that a risk-benefit assessment would scrutinize the advantages, the risks, local circumstances, any antecedents, decisions to be made and expectations on how to manage the risk, all the while making affordances for playworkers to choose their style of interference in order to enable children to continue their play. Professor Fraser Brown stated that playworkers must put into practice the concept of dynamic risk assessment that requires constant evaluation of risk in children’s endeavors, thus promoting free play while providing protection from harm (Anon, 2012, p. 268). Play Wales has generated a support paper on the dynamic risk-benefit assessment proposing an ABC model to help practitioners identify potential harmful actions and behaviors and conditions that might contribute to elevated risk (Barclay, Bazley and Bullough, 2016). The ABC model acknowledges the similarity of ways in which accidents can happen, despite the different behaviors displayed by children and play type they are involved in. 
	In line with the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 (HSWA), the governing authority in the UK for ensuring children’s safety in play and leisure activities is the Health and Safety Executive (HSE). HSE recognizes the importance of play and risky play while promoting a balanced attitude towards exposure to danger (HSE, 2012). One aspect the HSE is drawing attention to is the report structure of risk management, implying that risk assessment is only a step of the risk management process, as seen in figure 1 (Ball, 2002).

[image: ]Figure 1. Assessing risk as a first step of the risk management process.
Source: Ball, 2002.

	The Norwegian system is extensively researched as a functional model of education which includes risky play in ECEC institutions. Obee et al. have studied social factors that might explain the liberal attitude towards risky play in Norway. Their findings suggest educators view children as being capable and competent, risky play and injuries were treated as normal and as a part of life, children were allowed to try new activities as learning stems from doing, physical play - being active outdoors, was a primary focus, the interviewed parents and practitioners valued risk and were knowledgeable of the benefits it brings while children were encouraged to develop their own risk assessing skills (Obee et al., 2020, pp. 102-105).


[bookmark: _GoBack] Section 3. Foundation Phase Compact Profile: benefits, shortcomings and its holistic parameters. 
 Tina Bruce states that the uniqueness of each child and the fact that everyone develops at different pace makes it important to assess each child individually (Bruce, 2011).  
 The Welsh Government (2016) has implemented the Foundation Phase Profile as the main instrument of assessing development and learning, being constructed to match health standards and to support early recognition of possible delays in children’s development. The profile was constructed using skills ladders that allows children’s progress to be tracked from their entry into the Foundation Phase at three years old, through their entry into Reception -  the Compact Profile, and all the way into year two when the Full Profile is established. The fact that it covers a long period of time, is detailed and comprehensive, that it assesses each individual skill (paired with guidance reflections to help practitioners make confident and consistent judgements), all these factors may contribute to constructing a more accurate and complete picture of children’s development. On the other hand, the amount of details needed to be observed, judged and recorded by practitioners might create an obstacle, as teachers are pressured to perform above the standards of their role, sometimes creating tension amongst colleagues competing against each other, other times leaving them feeling exhausted or affecting their personal life (Somech and Bogler, 2019, pp. 184-186). 
The Compact Profile allows the usage of any method of observation, as long as the evidence on children’s skills and capabilities is submitted with assurance and certainty by the practitioners; optionally, the staff can use a record form provided by the Profile, to take notes on their observational judgements (Welsh Government, 2016). This characteristic of Profile usage can be advantageous as it grants practitioners the freedom of choice in utilizing an observation method they are most confident in. On the other hand, as different observation tools have their own differences and shortcomings, the uttered judgements and comments may differ from one child to another. 
Literacy and numeracy abilities must be evaluated as part of the Compact Profile, as a compulsory requirement, using the National Literacy and Numeracy Framework, that was instituted as a mandatory curriculum back in 2013, and a progress report on all the information contained in the assessment must be fed back to parents and carers (Welsh Government, 2016). The Profile encourages forming strong partnerships between educators and parents, communication being the key to assembling a holistic image of a child’s advancement. The EPPE Project found that the most successful educational settings were effectively communicating child-related information to parents (Sylva et al., 2014, p.7). The parent-child-teacher triangle is beneficial to children’s holistic growth, the effective communication between them and the provision of rich and stimulating environments leading to superior physical and mental development of child (Athey, 2007). This characteristic is also useful in educators attempts to learn about children’s home reality, as the Compact Profile highlights the need for practitioners to know pupils’ past experiences, any emotional or physical difficulties they may experience, and to take them into consideration when assessing them. 
The Compact Profile requires meticulous evaluations through observation, to form a holistic view on children’s progression and abilities. The notes gathered are used to assess whether the children are in a learning continuum, what the areas of concern or commendation might be, identifying any weaknesses in their evolution and thus, plan accordingly to strengthen children’s skills and achievements (Welsh Government, 2016). Furthermore, children should be made aware of their progress and encouraged to articulate their thoughts and feelings on the matter. This approach is in line with Vygotsky’s opinion on zones of development and the importance of giving children the right support to develop their independence, to take initiative and learn from their mistakes (Bruce, 2011). The EPPE research has proven that effective educational settings used child-initiated activities coupled with actual instructive teaching in a playful setting, to stimulate children’s thinking and progress (Sylva et al., 2014, p. 6). Observations on specific skills in the Profile are to be made both indoors and outdoors, the advantage of it being that in order to build an accurate picture of a child’s evolution, there is no need for setting up a particular activity as the skills in question can be detected through both child-initiated and teacher-initiated activities. The outcomes of the investigations are not for day-to-day use but are to be summarized over time to create proof of progress and accomplishments – a true holistic representation of children’s improvement.







	Section 4. Practitioners understanding of play. The role of play in the observational process. 
 The inherent trait of children is playfulness, visible in children’s play as an instrument of communication of knowledge, interests or past experiences (Molina and Muntean, 2018). McInnes et al. (2011, p. 122) point out that practitioners do not fully understand the concept of play and its value in pedagogy, and also, they do not know how to effectively balance their interference and involvement in children’s play, thus leading to a discrepancy between educators’ actions and their statements. In order to undertake successful assessments through observation, the practitioners should have a good understanding of how children’s behavior and learning are shaped through and whilst playing. It has been suggested that if children are engaged in a task in a playful manner, their level of involvement is significantly higher and their performance regarding the time required to complete the activity and the accuracy of their work is far superior than compared to when approaching a task in non-playful conditions (McInnes et al., 2010, p. 15). McInnes et al. (2010, p. 18) show how manipulating the cue of adult presence can influence the nature of adult-child interaction: if the adult is engaged in a playful behavior, the children are more inclined to define an activity as play, whereas if the adult is merely present but not engaged, the activity will be seen as not-play. It has been proven that practitioners recognize the importance of observation of play in determining whether to intervene in children’s activities, the right time to do this and to wait for an invitation to play (McInnes et al., 2011, p. 127). Expounding on this, as children take adult presence as cue for play or not-play activity, the practitioners also used observation of children’s cues to engage in or initiate activities. 
Gross (2006, p. 223) highlights the two categories of play assessments, the first focusing on the core aspects of play, whereas the second one addresses the developmental skills and behaviors visible in play. The advantage of play assessments when compared to traditional standardized ones seems to be its adaptability, especially when undertaking observations of children with special needs, and the familiarity children feel towards any play area (Gross, 2006, p. 228). Mindes (2006, p. 293) talks about how children with linguistic disabilities must be supported in their play endeavors to facilitate progress, how the adults - both practitioners and parents, must construct play and intervene when children face failure, in such a manner as to not inhibit any play opportunity the setting can provide; she adds that a successful interreference requires adults to significantly develop their observational skills. Play observations and play are widely used by therapists to assist children with developmental problems to achieve the highest degree of performance they are capable of; observations are used then to construct strategies, methods and goals to positively promote progress (Gitlin-Weiner, 2006, p. 356).  Research that focuses on the view of practitioners regarding assessment methods, found out that observation was popular amongst professionals because of its versatility and adaptability to each individual child, permitting children to act naturally while in a comfortable, familiar and secure setting (Bulgarelli and Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 2018, p. 133). 
 Morgentaler (2006, p. 70) draws attention to observing play with extensive carefulness to not misinterpret it as being more complex or having a different meaning. Therefore, adults must assimilate rigorous observational skills and knowledge on how play influences development and behaviors, in order to successfully undertake children’s assessments. 
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