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Play Types
Self-directed play occurs when children can construct their own play within various play types, linking to children’s development as children direct and initiate it themselves (Gray, 2019). Self-directed play involves children making up their own rules for how and what they play through their own initiation, learning to discover things by themselves, learning to play in an enjoyable way and learn healthy risks (Juster, 2015). Self-directed play allows the joy of self-discovery, letting children use their own minds to come up with ideas and creative thinking on how to and what to play, play which is child led and intrinsically motivated (Juster, 2015). Adults should therefore take a back step in directing play, but plan effective environments for children’s play and learning, allow freedom, participate when invited and provide choices for children to learn more about their abilities and interests (Rymanowicz, 2015). 

Self-directed play supports holistic development by allowing the discovery of various skills, such as problem solving, cognitive, physical, emotional and social skills, supported by Piaget’s theory that children learn and understand different skills in a hands-on way (Marcin, 2018). Children develop their imagination, independence, self-confidence and can build on their own knowledge by having the opportunity to learn from playing at their own pace (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). 

Unoccupied play, mainly occurring in infants, is when a child is not engaged in a specific type of play, but they are moving or doing something to keep themselves occupied and entertained (Gudritz, 2016). By allowing themselves to do whatever they feel in that moment, moving their body or observing the environment around them,
thus, allowing the child to direct the play supporting their learning and discovering all on their own, allowing children to make up their own ideas and rules about what they want to experience (Pathways, 2019). 

Solitary and unoccupied play is included in Piaget’s 4 stages of development. The sensorimotor stage of development refers to children being able to understand they are separate to other children and their environment and begin to learn about the world and their surroundings through their sensations and movements (Cherry, 2019).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Additionally, solitary play involves children playing on their own, choosing to avoid other children by playing around them or moving to play by themselves (Louw et al. 1998, p. 300). According to Chertoff (2019), solitary play teaches children ways to find their own entertainment, linking to self-directed play through choosing their own path, allowing themselves to do whatever they desire without having to follow rules of another child or adult, learning more on their own and developing their own independence. By playing alone, creativity and imagination is discovered which links to holistic development as children can develop their thinking and language skills by using their own thoughts and ideas, as well as problem solving through being able to work through their ideas. (Olsen-Harbich, 2015). Also supported is cognitive development as children learn more about concentration, accomplishment and persistence when being in control of their own actions, which in turn contributes to their self-esteem. 

Role play enables discovery through make-believe and pretend, known as imaginary play. Children can make sense of real-life environments and situations through role play, enabling children to explore and investigate ideas and scenarios that they have experienced or witnessed (Little Town Play, 2019). According to Bruce (2010) Vygotsky and Bruner state that children’s development is linked to their individual and social experiences. By having the freedom to say, act and do anything they want, children learn to experience decision making, learn communication and social skills and learn to express their feelings and ideas, contributing to holistic development. Various skills including physical skills are learnt, contributing to holistic development, as it can involve moving around whilst playing, for example, when children play ‘house’ they might have to make food, go to the shop or clean the house, which all involve children using their fine and gross motor skills (Little Town Play, 2019). 

Vygotsky’s cognitive development theory suggests that social interaction and imaginative play through role play has a large contribution to children’s cognitive development, stating that children engaged in social interactions learn more by making sense of what they discover, as well as learning from experiences and real life scenarios (Farr, 2014). Also linking to learning from experiences is The Foundation Phase, implying that children learn through first-hand play experiences, allowing them to develop a better understanding of themselves, therefore developing their holistic development (The Foundation Framework, 2015, p. 5). 

Parallel play is when children play with the same toys but play adjacent to each other rather than play together according to Gudritz (2016). Gudritz (2016) suggests children learn to play with others when they learn to relate to others, meaning parallel play is the stage of play children will typically experience before playing with other children. Self-directed play is present as children can decide what they want to play with and do, even though they are surrounded by other influences and other children playing. Children still have the option of free choice and can play through their own interests. Parallel play contributes to holistic development as it allows children to learn observation skills, language development through listening to nearby children, gross and fine motor skills and social skills through interactions and observations (Ginta 2016). 

In addition to this, self-directed play should allow children to make their own rules and decisions, therefore meaning that the role of the adult should be to take a step back from organising and deciding what a child does during play (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). Children should develop a positive learning attitude by being able to choose their own play rather than being influenced by the ideas of adults. 














Risk Exposure
Exposure to risk is a natural part of development and is beneficial towards learning more about the world around us (Bazley, 2018). Bazley (2018) suggests enabling risk in a play provision whilst also managing it allows children to experience a challenging and stimulating environment which increases their abilities to learn and discover through the development of creativity, resilience, adaptability and responsibility which are positive traits to develop to help with any challenges experienced in later life. Moyles (2013) believes that in outdoor and open-ended environments, risk taking allows children to develop their own sense of trust as well as trusting and respecting other children, therefore developing their social and emotional skills. 

The Welsh Government’s Children and Families (Wales) Measure (2010, citied in Bazley 2018) states children should be free to discover and experience risk and challenge in their own way, but free from inappropriate risk whilst also allowing children to explore their learning through play that is freely chosen. Play Wales (2019) suggests that risky play provides children the opportunities to encounter unpredictability, potential hazards and uncertainty during play without the chance of any real harm. The elimination of risk is not the goal within play provisions, the goal is to look at the risks that arise and how children can benefit them. The Play Safety Forum and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) (HSE, 2019) states that children will not gain any skills from experiencing risk if they are protected by cotton wool. 

According to Lavrysen et al (2015, p. 90), risky play involves children trying something they haven’t done before, being on the borderline of having something out of their control and overcoming a fear. These factors of risk all contribute to their holistic development as they can gain new skills from each aspect. For example, if a child partakes in rough and tumble play, it allows children to develop their dominance skills, social skills, physical health and gross motor skills (Storli and Sandseter, 2017, p. 839). Risky play involving adventure play allows children to climb, run, jump and use their body strength for general movement which enables children to gain skills of coordination, balance, confidence and self-esteem and can allow children to relieve a build-up of stress or anxieties, as well as having the opportunity to use their gross motor skills which helps their holistic development (Playful Childhood Wales, 2019).  

Donaldson (2015, p.29) states in the article Successful Futures that the purpose of curriculum and learning should be that children and young people develop into ambitious and capable learners by seeking and enjoying challenges and that they have developed the curiosity to question and solve problems when doing so, allowing them to have the skills and capabilities to connect and apply their knowledge. Furthermore, Donaldson (2015, p.29) suggests that children should be able to become creative, critical thinkers who can take measured risks by developing their skills to make their own decisions and learn life lessons in return. Risk taking creates a mindset for children to go on to lead fulfilling lives by having gained confidence and skills in their cognitive development to manage everyday life independently. 

An adults role in risky play according to Pilcher (2020), implies that the maintenance and creation of a safe environment is important due to a child’s overall safety and their legal duties, however, acceptable risks should also be taken into consideration such as minimising the potential of danger and accidents, but allowing supervision, rules, safety precautions and also equipment safety to be in place so that children can benefit from the opportunity of risky play for them to expand on their skills. For example, Pilcher (2020) advises that children will risk scenarios and learn how to push their skills to reach or climb higher on a climbing frame, balance for longer on uneven or high surfaces, reach further or run faster, all while learning what it is like to fall and pick themselves back up after, to experience trial and error and understand that through a way of healthy risk taking, they push beyond their current abilities.

Adults should not over-assess risks and label risky play off limits, they should enable children to take risks but take away possibilities of any serious injuries. Adults should make sure a level of healthy risk is present and encourage it, change the environment to suit any child, build children’s confidence with a can-do attitude, allow physical play activities and only intervene when necessary (Early Education, 2019). This level of adult supports Bruner’s theory that when children learn, they should receive help from adults through support, allowing the support to lessen when children acquire more skill and knowledge, this is known as the scaffolding approach and is also supported by Vygotsky (Wheeler, 2019). 



Observation Techniques
The statutory curriculum for children ages three to seven in Wales is The Foundation Phase (FP) and has been developed as a way of planning out seven areas of learning for children to experience and is an assessment tool used to observe children’s holistic development in all areas (Foundation Phase Framework, 2015, p.4). Throughout children’s time in the FP, their learning and development is assessed through their daily activities, looking at how they play and develop through it (Welsh Government, 2019). In order to assess children through the FP, observations are used to help support practitioners to allow planning for appropriate curriculum activities, matching assessments used by health professionals which in turn helps to assess and observe children’s development (Welsh Government, 2017). 

One way that observations are carried out by practitioners is a narrative recording, which is a written description of the observation and a child’s actions. This is a detailed description of the behaviour and actions observed of a child (Andrews, date unknown). Although this is one of the more popular types of observations, the reasons for using this type of observation should be considered to ensure that it is being used to gain the best quality of information for that specific observation (Brodie, 2019). Typically, whomever the child’s key person is would carry out this type of observation, an advantage to the child as they might feel more comfortable in knowing the person who is observing them (Brodie, 2019). 

Various benefits arise from using a narrative observation technique including the opportunity to record everything that happens during the observation, meaning that the observer can create a detailed observation and they do not have to stick to any limitations of any information (Andrews, date unknown). According to Andrews (date unknown), a narrative observation can be carried out by anyone, meaning that no training or practice needs to be done in order to complete the observation. As well as this, Andrews (date unknown) states that the observer can note anything they feel is relevant, meaning they do not have to stick to a limited description of actions that are carried out, for example in ways that a checklist would, any behaviour that is seen can be noted and also the context that it happens in. Drake (2006) suggests that using a narrative observation enables practitioners to see the whole picture of the child’s learning, providing more information about the child, their development and interests, enabling more than one area of learning to be identified. Specific observations regarding one child are effective through this method as it allows the observer to focus on one child individually. 

However, due to the method type being so time consuming and having to focus, Andrews (date unknown) suggest that although it is beneficial when observing one individual, it is not as simple to use for the observation of a group or whole class, as it is difficult to write down the actions of more than one child at a time, especially in great detail. In addition to this, the time it takes to take notes and carry out the observation is very time consuming as a large amount of detail is required and there is no limitation to the information that is needed, meaning that it can take up a lot of time, so to counteract the length, it is usually done in small periods of time to enable focus and accuracy, according to Andrews (date unknown). 

Although the observation would usually be carried out by a teacher, key worker or practitioner, in order to write down information and actions seen, the observer would need to be able to do it from a distance to be able to use this observation type effectively, meaning that they would have to sit back from an activity, separating themselves from the child which as a key worker or class teacher, is not always manageable as they are viewed as the main point of care and support for that child. 

Observations help and support children’s development as from carrying out an observation, we can see what children can do and what they know, therefore learning what needs to be done to help further children’s development and knowledge (Neaum, 2016). Through observations we gain better understanding of what children are interested in, how they like to play and ways that they learn best, allowing practitioners to plan effectively with ways to help their learning and development (Neaum, 2016). Additionally, according to Neaum (2016), although further understanding is given of how children in the observers care learn best and how they are developing, it also allows a general and broader picture to be created of how children in general in certain age ranges develop. 


Play as Learning
Every child has the right to play according to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1991, Article 31, cited in Playful Childhoods, 2019), it is a fundamental activity which supports children’s development in various ways. According to Unicef (2018), the most crucial part of children’s development is from birth to 8 years old as during this time, it is where most of their skills are learnt at a speed which is not met throughout adulthood. 

One of the most important ways children learn and develop new skills is through play and play provides children with various experiences and opportunities to learn, for example, through hands-on experience children are able to learn more about the world around them, making sense of the world that they are surrounded by having direct and first experience learning (Unicef, 2018). Additionally, through this, children are engaged in play, allowing various skills to be developed, cognitive skills developed through problem solving, physical skills developed from running, jumping and moving and social skills developed from interaction with children around them (Unicef, 2018). Marcin (2018) discusses how Piaget’s stance of the importance of hands on learning supports the notion of providing children with direct and real-life experiences (Marcin, 2018). 

Montessori’s theory suggests that children should have the independence to learn through play rather than being taught, also allowing children to take their own responsibility for their learning and development (cited in Donohoe and Gaynor, date unknown). Furthermore, supporting Montessori’s view, Piaget’s theory of developmental stages suggests that the expectations of children should be focused on their abilities, not a general expectation of an age range. Adding to this, Piaget suggests that focus should be on doing real things within a curriculum, to help develop and support learning (cited in Donohoe and Gaynor, date unknown). 
Howard and McInnes (2012) noted the importance of children being offered what they perceive as real play, not adult instructed or organised. In their article they carried out an observation of a ‘play-like’ activity and a ‘not play like’ activity to see whether it influenced children’s well-being emotionally. The article mentions that children show increased emotional well-being in play like activities and show less emotional well-being when involved in activities that are not like play at all. This supports Dewey’s theory that to stimulate a child’s development and their powers, the child’s interest should be taken into consideration, enabling a child centred focused curriculum to be created, also allowing children’s interests and development to play as an idea for the curriculum (cited in Donohoe and Gaynor, date unknown). From Howard and McInnes (2012) we learn that children who participate in activities more like play had a deeper engagement than children who feel as though an activity is not play. Considering this, we can see that if children feel uncomfortable in an environment, their play will not portray a true reflection of their development and play strategies, meaning that when observations are carried out, the results will not be accurate. 
Vygotsky’s theory regarding the zone of proximal development allows the understanding of why observations are important, according to Donohoe and Gaynor (date unknown), using observations is an effective way of providing information to build a curriculum that will benefit the child, allowing all areas of learning and development to be inspected, providing evidence of ways that children enjoy and are interested in learning and play activities that engage and develop children holistically.
Vygotsky’s scaffolding theory encourages support from adults and practitioners to help provide structure and opportunities that children will learn from. Observations allow progress to be monitored, assessments to be taken and to investigate learning and behaviour types (Pennsylvania State University, date unknown). In regards to observations and approaching a task as play, Unicef (2018) suggest that the role of adults in this situation is to provide an environment and learning experiences which stem from children’s interests, gain their curiosity and requires planning in order to do so, allowing enriched learning experiences and supports many theorists’ ideas that providing support and carrying out observations that allow a child to feel at ease and comfortable to help developmental needs. 
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