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Section 1

Children’s Play
There are numerous ways that play can be interpreted and when adults initiate play it usually has an outcome or a goal.  Children need to explore and from the time that a baby is able to, they will reach out for an interesting object and use their senses to explore by touching, feeling, seeing and tasting. Children are naturally inquisitive and when they are given opportunities they will learn according to their age and stage of development (Community Playthings, 2021).  Unicef gives ratification to the importance of play and is reflected in Article 31 of the UN convention on the Rights of the Child stating that children have the right to play and relax and also in the  document  ‘Learning Through Play’ which reinforces the belief that play based learning is beneficial to children. (Unicef, 2014)

Many theorists also recognise the connection between play and education. Komensky believed that education begins in early childhood and recommended that children learned better through sensory experiences.  His philosophy is based on developing learning through a holistic style of education although focused on spiritual and emotional development and not physical development.  Another theorist, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, believed that children are a part of nature and should be allowed freedom.  Children should not develop habits and development happens naturally when children are offered experiences through nature. (Pound, 2019) 
Outdoor play is perfect for providing children with the opportunity for self-directed play.  Adults  can provide space and available resources for children to explore independently or within a group, offering plenty of time to engage in the play and create a balance that challenges, occupies and meets the needs of all the children.   It is difficult for adults to take a step back and allow children to engage in play without becoming involved themselves. Parents and practitioners are under pressure to ensure  that children are ready to start school and we can become wrapped up in the developmental milestones and academic abilities of children, leaving it easy to forget that they need to play.  Research proves that children’s movements supports the development of the brain and stimulates the neurological system.  Therefore, allowing children to play enhances their academic potential. (Ouvry, 2019).  Play is natural for children, unlike reading and writing which has to be taught, but when children are given the right play environments and equipment, play will support a child’s learning and development. (Gopnik, 2005)

Self-directed play does not have a goal and is purely for the child’s enjoyment.  Children initiate the play and the play is free from restriction and adult interactions. It is voluntary, interesting and enjoyable for children and they are able to explore freely and at their own pace.  Self-directed play is purely for the child in their current form and not aimed at any learning or developmental outcomes (Juster, 2015).  When children play it enables them to form relationships, share ideas, communicate and test their limitations by challenging themselves. When play is self-directed, children will discover and learn new skills through intrinsically motivated activities which would engage the child for longer periods and when a child is allowed to play at their own pace it can help the emotional, social, physical and cognitive development of the child.  Children should be experts in their own play because they know what motivates them. Our ultimate goal when raising children is to help them develop into independent adults and therefore, allowing children to make their own choices during play will give them the ability to make decisions, overcome obstacles and take risks. This independence allows them to make their own rules and mistakes while exploring and working things out for themselves without the fear of failure. The child inherits a sense of responsibility when allowed to choose their own activity, resulting in an improvement in their self-esteem.  (Drew, 2021)  
Although self-directed play should not be interrupted, adults can support the children by providing them with the materials, adequate space and suitable locations to allow them to explore independently. When children play, especially when the play is self-directed, they are usually learning about things that they like or are interested in, but adults can adapt the play to aid the child’s development without becoming involved (Child Ventures, 2020. They can provide materials that help to pinpoint an area of learning that the adult feels the child needs more development with, such as providing a set of dolls with clothing if they would like to help a child manipulate fasteners  (NHS, 2018) .
Section 2 

Risk

Practitioners, parents, teachers and other adults who care for children are often apprehensive about exposing children to risk. Safeguarding is at the forefront of every practitioner’s mind, but allowing a child to take risks is not the same as putting a child at risk and by careful assessments, staff and carers can enable children to test their boundaries by taking risks in a safe environment. (Forest Schools Association, 2020) An interesting perspective on this is taken up in an article by  (Little, 2015) where she describes the difference between risk and hazard; where risk is something that a child can choose to engage in where the outcome is uncertain, but a hazard is a situation where a child is at risk due to being led into a situation where the end result could be life threatening.  The article also explores viewpoints of parents who took part in a survey aimed at finding out why children are becoming less exposed to risks. The reasons were varied and examples included too many cars on the road, stranger danger and even a fear of the parents being judged by other adults.  The conclusion is that although our society is changing, it poses different risks to what most adults recall from their childhoods.  It is up to parents to adapt and remove hazards which they feel are potential dangers for children so that they can enjoy the freedom that they once had when they were growing up.  Some children are restricted in their freedom due to parent’s concerns that the communities that they are living in are deemed unsafe,  is leading to a society where children are not experiencing free movement and independence and this is having an impact on their physical and emotional wellbeing.  Children can and will have accidents which could happen at any time, for example, they could fall off a bicycle, but by ensuring they wear the correct safety helmets and pads the risk of serious harm will be greatly reduced  (Pilcher, 2020).
An environment should be efficiently risk assessed to ensure that the safeguarding and safety of the children is paramount, checking that all equipment is safe and in good working order,  suitable for the age and stage of the child’s development and adhering to safety standards (RoSPA, 2017). Providing adequate risk assessments are made, a child will be able to challenge their abilities, not necessarily without injury, but without as much of a risk of serious injury.  A suitable outdoor space should have a wide range of variety; examples could be, raised walls, logs and tree stumps, clumps of plants or grass, tyres or rocks.  There should be items for them to use such as bicycles, scooters and climbing apparatus and areas where they can hide and enough space for them to run if they choose to. (Early Childhood Ireland, 2017) 
The adult’s role would be to risk assess, supervise and observe, but allow children the ability to experience risk for themselves and work out how high they can climb, how fast they can run and how things work. (Larson, 2013)   
Children need to be exposed to a certain amount of risk to enable them to test their own strengths and weaknesses and understand consequences while testing their abilities and learning how to overcome fear.  By teaching children to perform tasks safely they will conquer their fears and move on to more challenging activities which, in turn, will allow them to make informed judgements as to what their capabilities are as they grow.  Children who are given the opportunity to take risks experience emotions such as fear, frustration and excitement which will enable them to become more confident adults  (Play Wales, 2020).  All children need to experience an element of risk in order for them to be challenged emotionally and to test their physical limitations which is an important part of development. (Ouvry, 2019)  
Children who experience free play will grow into adults who respect nature, develop self- control and become confident risk takers.  All children have accidents and when a child chooses an activity it is up to the practitioner to assess whether a child could hurt themselves badly enough to create serious harm or just bump or graze themselves enough for them to get up and have another try.  If children are given the opportunity to make judgements they will learn to make informed choices about their capabilities as they grow and develop. (First Discoverers, 2020)  Children need to know their limitations and by allowing children to play outdoors, especially with peers, it can stimulate social interaction.  By throwing risky play into the loop it can encourage more interactions such as helping each other and problem solving together and therefore creating a social bond (Holecko, 2020). By introducing adventure, risk and challenge into the play environment you will encourage cognitive development linking cause and effect to their learning and development (Piaget, 1972)

Children should be involved in their own risk assessing.  By providing children with reasons as to why something might be risky or dangerous would enable them to be responsible for their own safety and that of their peers.  When children are aware that something is harmful, such as when sand gets into their eyes, they will be less likely to throw sand and will be inclined to remind others not to throw sand too (Ouvry, 2019.   This is supported by (ROSPA, 2013) in their statement that children should be encouraged to make their own judgements about the benefits and consequences of taking risks and they advise that helping children to learn about risks should be included in their education from early years and beyond.
Section 3 

Observations
Observations provide practitioners with information in order for them to plan suitable activities to stimulate children who use the setting.  It helps practitioners gain an overall view of children with regards to their knowledge, abilities and interests. Practitioners can observe how they interact with their peers and learn, and how their learning and development can best  be supported. It is important for practitioners to share their knowledge of a child as children might have a different relationship with certain staff members (Early Years Matters, 2021). Observations will also help a practitioner in their overall planning and provision and to develop their understanding of how to support all children that use their setting.( CIW, 2015)

A Compact Profile is an observation tool developed by the Welsh Assembly Government to support the Foundation Phase.  The aim is to provide a holistic view of the child and it covers the four areas of learning: Personal and Social Development and Well-Being and Cultural Diversity, Language, Literacy and Communication Skills, Mathematical Development and Physical Development. It is straightforward and easy to use and is used for baseline assessments to monitor child development from birth to 7 years. (Wales.gov, 2017)

For early-years practitioners it is a useful tool to observe children for individual development of a child and can help to highlight any developmental delays or Special Educational Needs that a child might be likely to encounter when the child starts his educational journey in a school setting.  To ensure that the Compact Profile is used as an effective tool in the planning and management of the setting, staff and key workers would need to share information with each other and collate the data in order to provide activities to ensure that the setting is reaching the needs of all the children (Early Years Wales, 2019).  The profile has the potential to provide a comprehensive view of a child’s holistic development because it covers all four areas of learning and, although the Foundation Phase is relevant for children aged 3 to 7 years, the compound profile can be used in early years settings to assess, monitor and record progress of children.  The findings of the profile can be shared with parents who can then agree for the profile to be transferred to a school setting for use in the continuing assessments of the child’s progression.  It can provide teaching staff with an opportunity to gain an insight into how the child developed before they started school, and what future support the child might need to help them develop socially and physically. (Wales.Gov, 2015)
The Compact profile can be adapted to suit the setting, such as the Flower Assessment Sheets (Davies, 2017) where the profile has been broken down into the learning categories and the outcomes have been summarised.  They are more user-friendly and purposely adapted to support the observations of children under the age of 60 months and are especially useful to childminders and parents.  They cover development up to Outcome 3 which is the expected outcomes for a child aged 48-60 months. The Compact profile can be used within the setting where practitioners would schedule planning to support a child’s development, (Pacey, 2016) but it is not really suitable for the planning of the setting as a whole because the profile focuses on learning and development and leaves little opportunity for the practitioner to observe what motivates the child so therefore it is unlikely to be an appropriate resource for planning (CIW, 2017).  

 There are also expected outcomes where a child might be achieving part of the outcome but not all of it, so it would be difficult to record until the child has progressed to complete the outcome.  (Wales.Gov, 2015)   
Although the compact profile is written with a view for assessing children under 3 years old by including Bronze, Silver and Gold outcomes and an Outcome 1 directed at children aged 24–36 months, there is little guidance for practitioners who use the profile to observe children in Early Years settings (Wales.Gov, 2017). The profile shows links to The Early Years Development and Assessment Framework, an initiative set up by the Welsh Government to help show the impact of policies set out to assess organisations in the Early Years sector, but very few references or support systems are in place for observational techniques to aid developmental assessments and planning for an early years setting.  (Early Years Wales, 2019)
Section 4

Play and Observations

It is beneficial for practitioners to observe children engaging in many activities and theorists have long realised that children’s play impacts upon their learning and development, and new theories are being introduced due to continued research by psychologists and professionals around the world (Singer 1992). Observing children during play can give professionals an insight into many aspects of a child’s development.  By watching children interact with their peers, adults can assess their social development and communication skills and can also observe their reasoning and problem solving, physical development and well-being during activities that they choose (Wales.gov 2017). Children learn and develop during play so it plays an important part in observations and assessments as during play a child will show an insight of what they can and cannot do.  When children are allowed to play independently it will give us a more accurate reflection of where they are in their development as they will be playing at their own pace, using their own knowledge and choosing activities that motivates and interests them. Observing children in play is also important because it allows the practitioner to not only measure strengths and weaknesses, but to allow the practitioner to learn and develop their own skills and reflect and evaluate their own setting to be able to continue to effectively observe children that they will work with in the future. (CIW, 2015)

Play is widely considered to be of benefit to physical health but it has an important role in the holistic development of children.  Through play, children learn how to interact, problem solve and manage their emotions. (NHS, 2018)  By observing children during play, practitioners have an opportunity to assess the whole of the child rather than just focusing on one aspect.

To observe children during play it is beneficial for adults to  sit, observe and take notes or use photographs and videos which are useful to help support the observer.  By not interacting, but only observing children, professionals can piece together a more accurate account of a child’s development without the child being influenced by adult involvement which allows us to assess the children’s’ social interaction with other children.  This is supported by a study undertaken by (Howard and Mcinnes, 2012) who found that children who were observed taking part in activities that they perceived as play had better outcomes than children taking part in activities which were led by adults who instructed the children to take part. (Howard & Mcinnes 2012) 
Another perspective is that where children were able to play without adult interaction, it showed a truer example of children  who saw differences in being at play or otherwise due to whether  they have a choice in the activity, where the activity takes place and whether an adult is present or not. (Mcinnes et al. 2013)
Adult interaction can be an asset during observations especially when observing a child for Language, Literacy and Communication skills.  Other professionals can observe children when listening to stories, taking part in song and rhyme and engaging in conversation with another adult.  Listening to children can also give an insight into a child’s communication skills but would also enhance the social development of a child by giving the child confidence in communicating with adults, helping the child to feel secure and independent and able to ask advice or share problems and worries that they might have.   Adults can also build on observations by planning in order to extend a child’s abilities in all areas of their development. (BBC Bitesize, 2020)
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