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Play is vital for the development and learning of children.  Play is enshrined in The UN Convention Rights of the child, who has recognised children worldwide benefit from play and have the right to this as stated in Article 31, Rights of the child (UNICEF, 1992). Play is essential for a child’s physical, mental and social emotional health and wellbeing.  This is recognised by the Welsh government in its play policy (2002). Play is significant in the development of the brain. By offering children choices, children have a voice (Play Scotland, 2013). It has been suggested that children who have been deprived off play suffers in every area of development, and it is therefore vital every child has access to play (Play Wales, 2020). The play experiences a child has in the early years can shape their adult years. According to Bruce (2011), childhood play is a resource of skills for a child to store, and that they will then go on to use later in life. 

Physical play is vital in children’s development. Children’s physical development is important for all areas of development and their wellbeing.  Basic physical fitness is formed in childhood and there are limits to how much it can be repaired later (Lindon, 2005). It helps children regulating their emotions, have better language skills and importantly have a healthier heart.  Physical play has been linked to brain development. This is because different parts of the brain are stimulated when children use their gross motor skills. When spinning, children build more pathways within the brain. According to the child development institute, 75% of brain development occurs after the birth and so physical play plays an essential role in developing connections for our nerve’s cells to the brain (Kaplan, 2012). Research shows that children gain more physical experience in informal play than a planned sports activity. It is therefore significant for all children to have regular access to physical play (Dr Ruth, Hussey, CMO for Wales, Play Wales 2012). This has also been confirmed with the research from (Play Scotland, no date).
The evidence shows that if children are physically active when they are young, they are more likely to have a healthier lifestyle in their adult years. It is therefore important for early years practitioners to make physical play available every day within the setting. Physical play in practice can be large physical from movement and dance to an obstacle course outside, or even throwing a ball. It can also be developing children’s fine motor skills of mark making, malleable activities which develop hand and eye co-ordination. It has been proven that children need to have the bigger gross motor skills and play opportunities before they are able to have the patience and skill to use their fine motor skills, also the skills to sit and write later (Pacey, no date). This strong link has also been suggested by Macmillan (1930) who suggested it was important for children to be able to move their bodies freely and for a child to be able to sit and listen they need control over their bodies which is gained through physical play. 

Physical activity enhances key skills for concentration, memory and creativity but also instills a positive sense of wellbeing and emotional development which are skills a child needs to get through childhood. It can make a child feel good and elevate their mood. Through play children experience a range of emotions and through practice can learn how to manage these feelings. In practice opportunities are provided to allow children to develop physical skills as children develop holistically and it is just as important as intellectual development for skills needed through adulthood. Provision provides opportunities to jump, roll, catch, balance. Play dough is encouraged standing so the full body is used for rolling stretching pulling and pushing. Messy play is offered in many different contexts from the large floor trays to tyre rolling in paint. The indoor extends to the outdoors so children can choose easily where they want to play. Children are encouraged to put on their own coat to go outside and take it off and hang it up afterwards.

Role Play is a creative activity where children reflect their individuality preferences and ideas. It can help children to learn to interact with others, express their emotions as well as regulate their feelings. Piaget suggested children are active learners, and learning takes places when interacting with others (Smidt, 2015). In Role play there are many opportunities to do this and experience these important interactions.  Through playing socially with others, children can act out fear, frustration, anger in a situation they can control. It is also a place where they can practice empathy and understanding of others (The genius of play, No date). Role play allows for children to play solitary, as a spectator watching others or in partnerships and cooperative play with others. Young children have a natural interest in their own lives. Children rehearse the future in their role play (Bruce, 2011) This type of play can be universal to all even with children who have English as an additional language or an additional learning need. According to Nursery world (2019), every child can access the play even if they can not verbalise or socialise. It is an important part of child development as it builds and extends language, confidence, communication, and problem solving. One important area of an early year’s setting is the home corner. Every child can recall experiences from home. It can reflect the cultures of the children who attend the setting for example, different cooking utensils, dressing up clothing, cultural celebrations and food choices. This allows a child to feel a sense of belonging.  Role play can encourage children to take risks and is perfect to encourage empathy. Children can learn about other cultures. Bruner (1972) stated that one of the main features of child’s play was to rehearse real life scenarios in a safe risk-free environment this would help them if confronted with a stressful situation. Young children have a natural interest in their own lives, and they will seek opportunities to play imaginatively exploring key people in their own families. Role play offers a meaningful experience. Through using real life experiences children develop their personal social and emotional development they go on to explore feelings of others, understanding relationships and negotiating roles (EYFS, 2021). In practice the role play area is as real to life as possible. Real plates, cooking utensils, food packaging, chopping of real foods, washing the dishes. Dressing up involves real items of clothing things they can relate to as well as blankets and materials which can be open ended for the child to use their imagination. Real life role play allows children to learn about the real environment. Real life situations allow children to explore their surroundings and develop communication skills for later in life. Froebel believed that play is vital to helping children learn how things work and others around them. Role play can provide these experiences for children to pretend or draw on experiences they can remember such as a doctor surgery and what happened to them. Issacs also believed this helps children as they learn to manage social situations in real conflicts or playing pretend. (Twinki, no date). In Role play children importantly learn about the feelings of others. Freud was a theorist who believed children process everything through play. This makes this type of play vital for a child’s emotional and social development as he believed if a child could work through feelings and anxieties during play, they could let them go, begin to understand the world and move forward, 

Play deepens a child’s learning and understanding. It enables them to begin learning from firsthand experiences based on what they already know or can achieve. Each child is unique, all children have different interests and learning needs. (Moyles, 2010) It has been researched that children experience a deeper play and enthusiasm when they choose their own play. Child initiated play is when a child starts to play using their own ideas, meeting their own needs and interests. Play will not be affective or high quality if it is seen as work for a child
Child initiated play offers choices and freedom. Play allows the children’s voice to be heard it is universal to all languages or cultures and has the power to include everyone. Through play that children understand each and make sense of the world around them (Play Scotland, 1998) Allowing children to make their own choices empowers them, making them feel important and valued. By them choosing their own place builds vital skills which they will need later in life such as decision making, problem solving, social skills with others.

The role of the adult is to understand the importance of play and give the children time to enjoy it.  Adults cannot plan for children’s play but provide a high-quality learning environments and uninterrupted time to enjoy it. Children need the freedom to play and explore an adult can scaffold a child’s learning and development through praising and supporting the play (Vygotsky, 1976) It is important that an adult understands when to get involved in a child’s play, when to facilitate it or when to just observe. Some children may need support, others will thrive being allowed to play and explore freely. It is important for a key worker to remain close where possible as Bowlby (1980) suggests that characteristics of attachment is a secure base for a child to explore the immediate environment.  They will however wish to seek out reassurance and comfort at times.  The role of the adult can support children during certain times of play. Role modelling is needed to inspire some children. Some children may need to observe what is needed to explore the activity or not know what is expected of them or how to play appropriately. Children learn through observing and imitating others as suggested in the social learning theory. (Bandura, 1977) Children with English as an additional language benefit from commentary play. This is where an adult talks about the play they see in front of them and no matter what level of language a child has its good for them to hear this (Bottrill, 2018) 

Research has highlighted that playing within in the early years has a significant role in the development of the brain (Play Scotland, no date) It is therefore important children have the opportunity without feeling the presence of adults restricting their play. Evidence has shown that children do not play openly around adults and play with less inhibition and more involvement when and adult is not present. 

According to (McInnes, et al 2013) children base play on cues from the environment and the presence of an adult. They are also used to just hearing the word at home; therefore, it needs to be used more in settings for children to become familiar with play and adults in the same context. Children need time and space to be able to enjoy deep play. In this play children become focused and absorbed in their learning and it enriches and enables children to exercise both brain and bodies (Bottril, 2018) An adult can co construct activities that offer children choice and control.  Children will offer an adult an invitation to play. It is important the adult uses this cue to engage and respond showing the child that their play is important and making them feel valued by active listening. In practice children invite by offering to make dinner in the home corner or may need help if they are struggling to do something by saying I cannot do this. They may need more resources or something they cannot see such as more water or an object they wish to use in play. Some adult interaction is also needed to learn about the child’s interests and development. Bruce (2011) states that the role of the adult is critical they are the mechanism which helps children develop their own strategies and responses. When children show us what they can do, they show us strengths. Children become autonomous and in control of their learning (Dweck, 2000)
A narrative written observation is completed by a key worker once every half term. This method has been tried and tested since pioneer Susan Issacs developed it back in 1930.  This is to monitor a child in all areas of development. Within a setting it can be hard to continuously observe children, but this one observation is set for one child for 30 minutes of play. The key worker concentrates on the one specific child.  The written observation requires the name of the child, time, who is present in setting, numbers of staff, children and visitors. This is because this can influence the child’s behaviour confidence and therefore the observation. The key worker states which area of development they will be focusing on from Social, Physical, Language + Literacy, Intellectual and Creative (Fledglings 2022). Everything is written down, where the child is in setting, who is present, what they are doing, and any language spoken. At the end of the observation and evaluation is made and an interpretation of what has been seen. An evaluation informs future planning, it enables the keyworker to think what would help the child extend their skills and learning and plan for future interests. The observation also helps evaluate the provision that has been provided for the children and whether it has met their needs and what can be changed and developed in future for the next steps in a child’s learning (Bruce 2011) The plan for development is completed to support the child and signed by the manager of the setting and reviewed later. 
Bruce (2011) states that observation allows learning for practitioners and helps them become reflective practitioners. Although the observation is based on one child. It allows the practitioner an opportunity to observe the whole setting approach. The written observation is very detailed, it can be specifically chosen to show a type of play. One benefit is that it allows the practitioner to look out for other areas of development for example a physical observation, but the child is socially interacting with many others turn taking and using lots of language skills. The observation can highlight if provision is inclusive to all and if everyone who is accessing it is enjoying it. Observations can highlight any repetitive behaviours or schemas. Vygotsky believed that observing a child in play is a way to see the child a standing ahead taller than themselves (Smidt, 2015). It can also show how a child interacts with both children, adults and whether they take part in solitary, parallel, co-operative play. The recorded information allows for the keyworker to plan for the next steps to ensure the child is progressing, offered the right opportunities to ensure their voices are being heard and needs being met (United Convention rights of the child, 1989). The observation may identify and area of concern for the child. This concern may need a plan from the setting such as a goal for action which provides strategies from the setting and discussed with the parents. More importantly it can identify that help is needed from outside professionals or agencies for the child and their family. This follows the duty of care set out in the United Convention rights of the child, that all those working with children have a role to recognise children’s rights and help them reach their full potential, with appropriate action taken when additional needs are identified (National minimum standards, 2016). All referrals and contact to outside professionals require evidence. The written observation provides facilitates this and provides collaboration with parents. For a physical concern it can show what the child is struggling with, for an emotional concern it can show the child’s triggers to their behaviour.  Observation is needed to gain further knowledge on and individual to then share this information with other staff and parents. A child may struggle with limited language and require Makaton, they may also struggle with transitioning during the routine of the day and need a visual cue of what is coming next.  A child who is struggling behaviour wise may need for the staff to have further guidance and support. Observations can also highlight the need for further staff training and professional development. (Allery, 1998).
The difficulties in written observations are they can be time consuming, taking the key worker away from the play and interaction with children, The outcome of the observation can depend on the day and time the observation is undertaken. It could be at a time when a child is tired, hungry, after a period of being unwell. All this has to be taken into consideration by the key worker as parenting and cultural differences in families. The key worker they take this into account when observing a child.

Observations are good practice and a requirement for all childcare settings as part of the National Minimum Standards – 6.9 empowering service users (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2016) Observing children in play allow practitioners to see a child’s view and preference. It enables them to see what children enjoy and chose to play. It can show whether a child is happy or struggling emotionally and physically with something. Observations as carried out by the child’s keyworker. They are then responsible to evaluate the observation and plan for development or support if a concern has been identified. Although children develop differently observation allows a key worker to identify where the child is in their development, observations highlight what a child can do (Palaiologou, 2012) It enables practitioners to plan for future provision to support them and take the necessary steps to talk to the parents and contact outside agencies if needed. National Minimum standard 4 – meeting individual needs (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2016). Observations are pointless unless the information is used to benefit the well being and development of the child.
Play has been shown to be a leading sense of development (Vygotsky, 1976). Observing and children allows the practitioner to become more informed about play (Howard and McInnes 2012). Observations are vital to plan for future learning opportunities, it allows practitioners to think about what they want children to achieve. Play creates conditions for children to test the world and make sense of it and is enabled from the effective environment around them (Bottrill, 2018). Observing children and how they access the provision provided allows practitioners to make changes or adaptations for the child’s individual needs. Observing a child can support and extend their learning (Bruce, 2011).
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