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The importance of play
[bookmark: _GoBack]Playing is a natural and enjoyable way for children to keep active, stay well and be happy. Freely chosen play helps children and young people’s healthy development. To have good physical and mental health and to learn life skills, they need various unstructured play opportunities from birth until they’re teenagers                    
                                                               (indirect government services, 2020).
Play begins early in a child’s life. Babies adapt and interact with new things every day and become interested in the world around them. They can become interested in putting objects in their mouths or even just touching textures. This is their way of exploring the world they are in and wanting to become more involved in playtime as they grow up (Pathways, 2019). Play can normally be taken part by one person or a group of children which play is self-initiated or as part of a planned activity. Every child and young person have their own idea of play such as likes, dislikes, who they want to play with and where they like to play. 
Play is important to a child’s life to enable them to learn and adapt to new skills and their development. When children are taking part in play activities, they learn about them self and their environment. It helps with all types of development and can have a positive impact on their learning. It can help children to socialise with their friends, push their risk taking, learn about their feelings and opinions, learn to share and take turns (Familylives, 2018). While play is all about children enjoying themselves and learning, they are also unaware of when they are learning through play and become more engaged when they are enjoying the play type. 
Play also gives children a choice in their life, if gives them the ability of choose between one object/activity to another and why they choose that type of play. If a school setting, had little choices for children to choose from or encouraged children to choose a certain type of play then this may limit them when they are older and find it difficult to make decisions and their own choices. When school settings have a range of areas such as a creative area, role play area, maths corner, reading corner, construction, ICT area, sand and water trays and an outdoor area then it gives children a way to work their way around the room and try everything or go to something they are interested in. All these areas in a classroom help to create different play types such as creative play, social play, fantasy play, rough and tumble play and constructive play. Creative play is one play type which helps children to use their senses, move around and explore the different textures and materials. It enables them to express their feelings and opinions through art and creativity.
  Creative play is a vital part of childhood and child development. Through creative and imaginative play children can grow emotionally, socially, intellectually, and even physically. Creative experiences help a child develop these skills and enable them to share their thoughts, feelings and ideas. Exposing children to creative opportunities contributes to, and furthers their development (The little gym, 2020). All play types support children’s development holistically in a way they do without realising they are learning. Children will prefer to take part in something if it is play based than knowing it’s a part of their learning. Children play best when they are fully enjoying the activity and completely unaware, they are learning while they play.
Self – directed play is a play that is initiated by the children themselves. It allows them to entertain themselves, choose what they would like to do, whether they want to play on their own or with someone else and where they would like to play. It is a type of play which children have full control over without any adult interactions. The play is freely chosen which means the child controls and determines the content of their play, they follow their own ideas, interests and instincts to create the play they want. Children never feel pressured during this time and use their own imagination and motivation to decide what they want to do and play in their own way without any distractions (PlayAdventures, 2019). The use of resources never stops children from doing what they want and how they play. Self – directed play can happen indoors or outdoors, this is also decided by the child and where they may feel most comfortable. It also teaches children to solve their own problems and resolve issues between other children without adult intervention. 
Self-directed play provides many benefits for children. These can include, building on self-confidence. By children exploring their own environment and world, children can realise that they are able to do more for themselves than they realise, this can be making up their own games with their own rules and other children following them and taking part (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). It also encourages a sense of independence and feeling that they are fine without adult supervision all day long. It contributes to children feeling that they are able play on their own, make their own choices and talk about their feelings and opinions. It teaches children how to solve problems while they are playing and how willing they are to make something work n their own way. It allows children to use different ways to solve problems and use the one they think that suits them best without anyone encouraging this decision. 
Adults can support children’s play in various ways such as observing and supervising while the child plays. It is important that adults make sure that the child is OK. It is also important to see what they are interested in and how they play alone or when they are with others. While observing and supervising, it is important to not get involved or intervene in the play. It is also important that they create a safe place for children to play, which enables them to get messy and do what they want without ruining other furniture. Adults may add old towels or sheets where children can paint, draw and get messy on. It can also be important to put these materials where the child plays most comfortable. Putting un –used materials (cardboard boxes, toilet roll tubes, buttons) in a place where children can access them then they can use them whenever they want and having pens, crayons, tape and glue at children’s reach. Some children may need some encouragement to play on their own or with others. Adults can support them by letting them know that they need time on their own and that it is okay to play by yourself. Adults only need to help when children ask for their help. It is important to simply watch and listen to children playing and getting on with the own play. If a child is struggling to cut something or use tape and they ask for help, then support their play without intervening and asking questions (Beactivekids, 2015). 
Play and taking risks
Taking risks is a part of children’s development and learning and creating environments that are safe, but challenging is important. Risk taking should be exciting and full on, so children learn from hands on activities. By having risky play within the environment, children can learn about self-care and having injures and learn to believe that small cuts, grazes, bruises and falls are natural learning stages and come when children are running around, riding bikes, climbing heights and play fighting (Broadhead et al, pg 81-82, 2010). It gives children opportunities to test their own limits and explore the boundaries of the environment set out.
There are many benefits of risky play such as giving children awareness of their own limits and capabilities. It allows them make judgements for themselves, children may also themselves questions to reassure themselves such as is it safe?, can I/can’t I do this? (Broadhead et al, pg 82, 2010). Another important part of risky play is children building confidence and independence through learning about themselves and their own strengths and weaknesses. Children also learn to problem solve, developing their balance and co-ordination which links to children using their gross and fine motor skills. Some sources of information would say, if parents or practitioners don’t encourage children to get involved in risky play or children don’t simply want to get involved, then they are more likely to have little control over their bodies, feel uncomfortable when becoming exposed to risks, fear of rapid movements and poor balance and co-ordination (careforkids, 2019). 
The role of the adult is to not only provide safe environments, but it is important that they support and engage children to gain confidence and try new things out. Practitioners and parents/carers should listen and respond to questions children have as they mainly talk about things that interest them so this may help them to create new classroom areas and plan activities. It is important that children are always supervised while they are taking part in risky and challenging activities but give time for children to manage their own play and freedom while taking part in risks. The best resource for children is the practitioners around them who plan activities and guide them to their best outcomes (earlyyearsresources, 2020). Practitioners can create safe environments for children which ensures there is opportunities to risky play, but no harm or serious injuries can take place. This can be done by removing sharp/broken equipment and objects, assessing the broken object and considering if it can be turned in to a safe challenge and not a hazard to the children, assess each hazard in different ways and not given the same level of seriousness (careforkids, 2019). It is important that children are always supervised while they are taking part is risky and challenging activities.
Planning activities for indoor and outdoor environments is similar in many ways. It is important that indoor environments are safe and secure for children. They must include age and stage appropriate resources and equipment but offer challenges to all children in the class. All learning areas must be clearly identified to children and children should be guided to use all equipment safely such as no running with scissors and to only be used in the creative area. It is important that practitioners are knowledgeable about the children in their care and plan for them to learn and achieve in their next steps of development. 
Outdoor play is similar to the indoor classroom, every setting is different to one another and it is important to make the most of the space that is available whether that is small or large. It can be important to have different areas and giving children activities to interact with one another to explore and discover the outside world. This can mean that careful planning is needed such as obstacle courses, areas for plants/flowers and growing fruits or vegetables. It is important that practitioners are aware of allergies and letting the children know not to pick any other flowers or plants that they have not planted there in case they are harmful. It is important that suitable gardening equipment is used and age and stage appropriate. By having suitable equipment then children may use these to create their own activities which will enable their own independence in play and their friendship groups. (earlyyearsresources, 2020). 
Observation types
Observing the children in your care can help you to better understand the strengths and weakness of each individual child. Your observations can then guide your programming and help you make adjustments to your care environment to improve a child’s behaviour and facilitate learning.
                                                                                     (Spreeuwenberg, 2016)
Practitioners can use observations to identify children and young people’s strengths and weaknesses and used to support children’s needs and where they may need improvement. There are many observation types and one that is mainly used is The Foundation Phase Profile. 
The Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) is used within school aged 3 to 7 years which is supported by The Foundation Phase Framework curriculum, which sets out skills for children in different ages ranges and gathers information of what they can achieve and what they need support with. The profile supports assessments of children’s learning and development throughout their time in school within the Foundation Phase. By observations and assessments, the profile guides practitioners to provide an appropriate and developmental profile which is holistic for children. The profile is also set up for health professionals which supports early identification for development delays and additional learning needs. Having this support system in place will ensure support is given to children who need it and what they need to achieve from it (Welsh Government, 2017, a)
The Foundation Phase Framework is a skill ladder which carries out from bronze to outcome 6 which sets out different abilities what the child can or should be achieving at their age. The profile works with the Framework curriculum to help practitioners identify different skills and helps them to see the children doing skills in order to achieve each skill set out by the profile. Practitioners can then record what they saw during the observation from the child and if they are confident enough that they saw them doing something enough times then they may tick the achieved box and carry on with the different skills. Each setting can use their preferred type of observation method to record children’s learning and development, but an optional record form record form is provided within the handbook that practitioners can use to record notes (Welsh Government, 2017, b).
The Foundation Phase Profile is an easily understood observation resource, this is a benefit as it can be easily understood by all childcare practitioners. It is also an easy method to explain to temporary staff members and can be easily picked up by them if needed. Another benefit is that the FPP can show where children need extra support within specific area and by having this can prevent development delays. Another benefit to the FPP is that it can help practitioners identify children’s interests, likes and dislikes and this can help to create positive and effective environments for children to enjoy. The FPP also links to the Foundation Phase Framework. The Foundation Phase Framework is play based and children learn and engage better while they are playing. ‘Children engage in activities and experiences that are play based or guided by play’ (Seriouslykids, 2019). Children engage more when they are unaware that they are being assessed or observed. 
As well as the Foundation Phase Profile have many benefits, it has some limitations. The skill ladder has 9 separate skills which children climb and are assessed on regularly in the setting. All children are different to one another and some children may be achieving higher or lower to their classmates. When using the FPP to assess children, if they are showing skills above their expected level but can’t do the one skill below then practitioner cannot record what they saw or record that the child is achieving skills above their age. Another limitation is that the same profile is provided for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). By having the same FPP, children with ALN are being excluded and are not given the opportunity to show what they can do with or without support because they cannot achieve the skills asked of them.
Observing children through the use of play
 Observing children when they play is important because children feel most comfortable when they are playing. Observing children during play allows practitioners to understand the stage the child is working at and the one they are working towards. It is important for practitioners to understand this because it can support their planning and provide important information such as areas of development that need further support or any developmental delays (Kelly, 2020).
Practitioners observe children by sitting back and watching what is happening. Many settings follow a simple rule which is look, listen and note. This will help to provide the answers they are looking for. A general purpose of the observations includes many things such as the practitioners being able to find out more about each child, finding out how children respond to specific activities, areas within the settings and the opportunities given to them. Observations often help to identify children’s strengths and weaknesses and where they need specific help to achieve (Kelly, 2020). Practitioners can also use them to build on adult and child interactions by joining in with play or conversations and something asking and answering questions. (Drake, 2006). 
Observations can tell practitioners a variety of things, but they can also lack other various things that can effective the outcome of the child and their development. Observations cannot tell practitioners why something is happening to the child such as language delay, different behaviour or emotional delays. Practitioners based their activities and tasks around the information they gained from the observations to provide better support and guidance to their development and learning (Louis, 2018). The environment can also affect how observations go such as new environments or new staff around them, this may cause the child to push boundaries and react to things that they wouldn’t if they were with someone more familiar to them. 
Play becomes an important link to observing children, this is because when children are playing and initiating their own learning believe that they are showing higher abilities of their emotions and skills (Howard and McInnes, 2012). According to the Howard and McInnes (2012) article, there is a link between play, the amount of time the child has to play and their emotional well – being and development. Research shows that when children think that they are playing, they become more interested and engaged by what’s going on around them. This shows to practitioners that by taking observations when children are playing, they will show a better understanding of their skills and more capable skills. 
An observation is only the first stage within the process of understanding and gathering information of children’s needs, interests and possible delays. The most important stage is after the observation and what is done with the information will mostly impact the children’s learning and development                              
                                                                                                  (Drake, 2006). 
Observations should be planned and natural but include all points that need to be covered. It should include information of children that happen over a period and most observations should be of children learning by themselves and initiating their own play. By ensuring that children are initiating most of the work then it leaves the practitioners to freely observe and assess. It is very important that children shouldn’t notice that observations are taking place. Keeping it quiet can benefit how the child works and makes them more confident and more independent. By having observations kept quiet, it ensures that children work to the best of their abilities and not feel pressured by someone watching them whether this is someone they are familiar with or someone they haven’t met before (Harcombe, 2020).
When practitioners take observations, they need to remember to continuously praise and encourage the children, this will boost the child’s confidence and self-esteem and allow them to show more of what they can do. When praising and encouraging the child, it is important that the practitioner does not try to change or influence the play the child is involved in. This can affect the information gained within the observation and can lead to the child showing skills that the practitioners have told them to do or showed them how to do something. Children need time to play independently so they can develop their own skills at their own pace (Psychologytoday, 2014).
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