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Children’s Play, Principles and Practice
[bookmark: _GoBack]Section 1:
The Welsh Government Play Policy (2002) explains it is generally considered today, Play is challenging to independently define, due to its varied cycle of behaviour types and interactions with individuals, surroundings and objects. Play is seen as; freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated, which scopes children’s behaviour to perform for no outward goal or end reward and is paramount to the foundation to the progression of healthy growth developing each child individually, as well as the society they live in. Play Scotland (No Date) describes play as the universal language of childhood, allowing children to understand one another and make sense of the world around them. Play is abbreviated as ‘The Spice of Life’ representing children’s Social, Physical, Intellectual, Cultural and Emotional development. In addition to this, Danforth (2011) states Play as a process of exploratory, experiential and experimental, whereby trial and error is tested which is also a natural and important part to children’s development. Play has gained increased acknowledgment through article 31 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which enshrines children’s right to play (Play Scotland, No Date). 
It has become evident, that there are numerous benefits of Play that have a developing role in furthering children’s dispositions for learning as well as their directness to a breadth of experiences. Play and Learning encounter a unique link that is captivating and thought-provoking, encouraging the holistic development of children through providing a secure and safe source for discovery, inquiry, perception and evaluation of the world to take place. Play creates freedom, choice and control of children’s lives which is less likely to be provided in an inexorably adult-led world (Play Wales, 2013). According to Bruce (2011), Play is important for enabling children to, use and make symbols, think beyond the here and now, relate to others, understand how they think and view things in their own opinion, create alternative possible words through the use of their imagination and become flexible thinkers, continuing the development of intelligence throughout their lives. 
Child-Directed play has a role in progressing children to develop their social, physical, intellectual, cognitive skills that promotes school success, which is an essential part of every child’s life. When children encounter self-directed play, they challenge; taking healthy risks, figuring things out for themselves, using their own self-led, intrinsically motivated interests to think about the world and how it works, useful skills such as communicating their feelings, working closely with others that have a different point of view and they experience the joy of self-discovery, pursuing creative ideas without fear, that generally arises when there is no intended end goal to be ‘right’ or ‘win’ (Juster, 2015). Play that is personally chosen by the child, enriches them with valuable skills such as facing fears, problem solving, processing emotions and attempting new things without fearing mistakes (Pathways, 2019). 
There are several different play types, some of which include Symbolic, Dramatic, Social, Deep, Fantasy, Imaginative that have a contribution to children’s holistic development (Encourage Play, 2018). For example, Rough and tumble is a social play type that has a direct focus on physical development but will also support children’s holistic development because they encounter social, emotional and cognitive behaviours. Rough and Tumble teaches children to learn self-control, self-correctness, independently solve problems, empathy, boundaries and their capabilities in comparison to other children (Patrick and Bokony, 2009). 
Caro (2012) highlights the importance of adults supporting self-directed play by providing safe learning environments, allowing them to follow their own play ideas and avoiding interruption by sitting back to watch them investigate, invent and discover. 
Section 2:
It is understood that all Play encounters for children, are the free expression of what lays within their soul (Froebel, 2008). Montessori (2019) valued that all forms of play should be the inclusion of the child’s own imagination and involvements, that have an important role in helping children to be active, make their own choices and practice mastery actions, allowing the brain to become complex and integrated. Lavrysen et al. (2015) implies that the exposure of risk for children enables them to experience new things, endure the feeling of being out of control and conquer their limits of fear. Activities that entice children to participate in risky play have been identified as; Great heights, Rapid speeds, Dangerous tools, Dangerous elements, Rough & Tumble and Getting lost/Disappearing (Gray, 2014). These types of risky activities allow children to explore their limitations for themselves, which is paramount to encouraging independence, as well as the skills needed for them to completely engage in intricate social relationships underpinning adult society. (Moyles, 2013)
According to Lavrysen et al. (2015), It is important for children to participate in risky play to develop the required skills, to take risks for themselves and learn how to manage risky situations, obtaining overall risk capability. In addition to this, Blincoe (2015) explores the benefits of risk for children and describes risky play as an essential element of a balanced childhood, which teaches children how to learn the limitations and physical strengths of their own body.  It is said that denying children of risky play at appropriate ages, is linked with the development of fear, discomfort and dislike of the environment. Similarly, to other types of play, it is difficult to theorise risk-based play, although it is vital for the overall wellbeing of young children. Moyles (2013) describe, it is beneficial children are exposed to risk and put into practice taking risks in natural outdoor, open-ended environments, for them to learn how to trust themselves and others, contributing to their social, emotional and physical development. Children need to have access to open outdoor spaces to progress their general welfare and development, due to the lack of risk adverse spaces in schools and classrooms. Restricting children to these types of environments, are said by mental health professionals to display a lack of resilience and progressive mental health issues, leading to later professional interference (Kutska, 2013). 
There has been an expanding limit to risky-play opportunities due to safety worries, which has created an alert that overprotecting young children is a greater risk due to the negative impact on their health, as well as the skills needed to cope with the unpredictability of everyday life (Lavrysen et al, 2015).  
The final aspect to acknowledge is, the importance of adults supporting risky play whilst keeping children safe. Play Wales (2018) designed a guidance paper including dynamic risk management of common but potentially hazardous play opportunities, that recommends applying the ABC model when balancing risk and safety for children. Adults should be encouraged to identify risky play, where actions are likely to result in harm, behavioural styles that could dismiss their ability and awareness to control risk by themselves and recognize specific factors that could increase the likelihood and potential of harm. The ABC model acknowledges that children’s play behaviours can be complex and present themselves in different approaches and the ways serious harm might take place, are likely to link across different behaviour types. Striking the correct balance between shielding children from serious risks whilst allowing them to gain the benefits of play, is not about eliminating the risk, but making sensible adult judgements to facilitate the play, ensuring there is no exposure to unnecessary risk. HSE (2012) released a children’s play and leisure statement promoting a balanced approach and understanding of providing challenging play opportunities for children. The statement recommends, adults can facilitate a suitable balance between risk and play for children, by; providing stimulating play environments and activities, measuring the risks against the benefits, ensuring play benefits are experienced to the maximum, encouraging the understanding that risk control is not eliminating all forms of risk, but managing them accordingly and focusing attention to the most serious risks and those that are not advantageous to the play activity. Walker (2020) underlines, in addition to health and safety legislation, the Early Years Foundation Stage statutory framework requires providers to have well understood policies and procedures in place for assessing any risks to children’s safety. Early practitioners have a duty to produce vigorous risk assessments, that evidence a clear approach to risky play, balancing stimulating, challenging and exciting play opportunities. An important aspect of this to note is, Early Years practitioners should pay attention to their legal duties when offering safe, secure, diverse, challenging and risky play learning opportunities. 
Section 3:
According to Riddall-Leech (2008) there are several techniques that can be utilized by professionals for written observations of children, which categorize into four sections: Narrative, Checklists, Diagrammatic and Sampling. Time sampling is a method used to record children individually or a group of children, requiring the observer to make detailed notes as a written description or via a pre-prepared chart, in regular intervals approximately every fifteen minutes, during the course of the day or session as suitable. Sharman et al. (2007) explain that the interval time between the observations and the period of time the child is observed for, will depend on the overall time frame for the completed record, which is normally finalised by the reasoning of why the observation is being undertaken in the beginning. As an example, if a child is demonstrating frustration or lack of social skills, they might require further observation over a morning or a whole day, making the interval time between observations extended. 
The benefits of time sampling methods are; providing an opportunity to collect open data, the recording of observations can be an extended length of time, focusing on a child’s specific activity or behaviour, simple and straightforward to record and they can be used for groups of children as well as individually (Riddall-Leech, 2008).  In addition to this, Brodie (2020) highlights the usefulness of using time sampling methods for recording a child’s level of attention to specific activities and their disposition. The observations are only brief but contain the activity the child is involved in, which area of the environment they are in and the level of participation at that time. Moreover, Siren Films (2016) suggests, Time sampling is specific to focusing on children individually through uninterrupted sequences, providing an ideal format for observing child behaviour at an extended level of detail.
In opposition to this, the disadvantages of time sampling methods are; additional adults may need to be involved if the recording is longer than one day or session, significant events the child does, may not be recorded if it occurs outside of the timed recorded samples and data can be forgotten to be recorded at the correct time, so time keeping skills are essential for this method (Riddall-Leech, 2008). Furthermore, Seehorn (2017) identifies limitations to time sampling methods that include; behaviours could be missed because of the limited time scale, the behaviour triggers and consequences are not tracked and the method solely concentrates on recurrent behaviours in opposition to rare behaviours that could be problematic. Consequently Palaiologou (2008) explains time sampling observations are not open-ended, which can provide a biased view of the behaviour of a child in conjunction with the limitations. The focus of recording the child’s frequency, without describing the behaviour itself, will leave a gap for missing important behaviours. Another important aspect to note, is the reliability and validity of time sampling observation methods, to ensure the observations recorded are not misleading to other readers. Factor’s outside of the practitioner’s control such as; if it is a hot day for example, children may be feeling more irritable causing them to behave differently to normal,  need to be included within the observations as this could impact the final outcome of what has been observed (Walker, 2006).
Neaum (2016) highlights the importance of practitioners Observing and assessing children’s learning and development to provide an understanding of what knowledge, skills and aptitudes children currently have and therefore what is required to boost their learning and development further. Observation methods deliver practitioners with beneficial information needed to support overall planning and provision, develop understanding and knowledge of how children learn to be able to link theory with practice, understand what individual children know and can do, match approaches and interactive strategies to children’s needs as well as understanding the interests of individual children and their best strategy of learning to successfully support their holistic development. 
Observations provide detailed information about a child to inform programming, ensure planned activities are appropriate and what strategies and experiences can be used for each individual child or group of children, in support of their development. Observing children supports practitioners forward planning of activities, facilitating a direct focus to children’s needs, based upon their skills, capabilities, potential, interest and preference (Clarke, 2014). 
Section 4: 
“Play is often talked about as if were a relief from serious learning. But for children play is serious learning. Play is really the work of childhood” (Rogers, 2017). Play encourages children to create connections in their learning, through collating together what they know in a linked and whole way (Bruce, 2001). 
[bookmark: _Hlk30280866]Thomas and Harding (2011) emphasise the work of Froebel (2008) theorising play as the highest expression of human development for children, giving them joy, freedom, contentment, inner and outer rest and peace with the world, forming solid foundations for all future life, McMillan (1919) encouraged working with children to progress their emotional, physical health and resilience through play and Isaacs (1930) focused on the importance of outdoor play for children to grow their cognitive and affective development, where this emphasis is now included throughout the Early Years Foundation Stage Curriculum of play based learning. The Open University (2016) acknowledges, Piaget’s theory played a pivotal role in the development of the view that play may be of vital significance in children’s cognitive development. Piaget’s theories about learning emphasised the need for children to explore and experiment for themselves. Likewise, Vygotsky theorised the social and cultural aspects of play. Vygotsky claimed that the course of play, enabled children to think in more intricate styles than in their everyday lives, and could make up rules, use symbols and create narratives. The work of psychoanalysts such as Freud, Isaacs, Klein and Winnicott, underlines the way play can performed to help children investigate and come to terms with their inner emotional states. Central to this, Pathways (2019) suggests play should be continuously encouraged to master and reinforce theories that grow into important developmental milestones for children. 
The purpose of effectively observing children in play environments is to provide a greater insight of how young children grow and develop in all their developmental areas (Strader, 2020). According to Early Years Careers (2016) when observing children, it is important that the child is always the central beginning point. Observing children during play based around what interests children the most, what children choose to do on their own accord and who or what resources they enjoy playing with, provides first-hand information to adults, concerning children as individuals such as; language development, behaviour patterns, friendship patterns, interactions between adult and children, evaluation of the rooms routine, how children’s skills are developing, monitor practitioners practice, generally collect more information about an individual child or group of children, evaluate the delivery and see how children respond to particular activities. 
Howard and McInnes (2012) explain, practitioners can support children being observed throughout play, by undertaking frequent training and provision on children’s understanding and perception of play, which will enable them to provide playful situations and environments, increasing the developmental possibilities of play for the children. Evidence collated from research that concentrated on early years practice and pedagogy (Moyles et al., 2001, Sylva et al., 2001, Blatchford and Sylva , 2002, Sofres and Aubrey, 2002) voices, that cognitive outcomes and learning achievements for children, progressed positively to; adult-directed and planned activities, to shared thinking amongst adults, children and parents as well as to the level of qualifications within the early years workforce. Following the evidence collected, it is now acknowledged that it is essential for well-competent early years practitioners and professionals to have a solid theoretical background on the Early Years Foundation Stage principles and a profound insight of children’s needs and development (Palaiologou, 2008). 
The article ‘The impact of children’s perception of an activity as play rather than not play on emotional well-being by Howard and McInnes (2012), explores research and study based upon two types of activity sessions designed to be perceived by children as ‘like play’ and ‘not like play’. The data combined from the conducted research was used for comparative analysis, assessing emotional well-being. The findings of the observational research conducted, evidently displays there was a significant change in the level of emotional well-being evidenced by children between the two activity types as well as play can be viewed as an observable behaviour and a mental state. 
The findings also outline that when children perceive an activity as play rather than not play they display heightened behavioural signs to emotional well-being and children who commenced the ‘like play’ activity recorded signiﬁcantly higher than children who undertook the same activity but ‘not like play’.
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