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Types of Play
Play can be defined as ‘creativity, it is abandon. It is risk, it is collaboration, interpretation and reinterpretation. Its meaning is infinite’ Bottril (2018, p26). This suggests that the actual defining of play is very complex.
Early Years Foundation Stage (2017, p9) states that each area of learning and development should be implemented through planned engaging activities and play, that play is fundamental for children’s development. 
‘Play allows young children to learn actively’ (Neaum, p125)
Social cognition and bullying (1999, p83) explains that the contrast of play is not work, but depression.  This highlights the importance of play, which without, can have a detrimental effect on mental health. 
Play is incredibly significant, ‘It’s actually the key to learning.’ (Mead, no date) 
Play is a child’s right, which is defined in UNCRC Article 31 (1989). ‘States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.’
‘Wales is the first nation in the UK to legislate on play’ (Griffiths, no date) This is done through the Government’s Play Policy (2002). As play is a right of children it is a worrying trend currently that many schools are rewarding for completing or good work with play and denying those who have not. Some children have also had play they should have experienced, removed. Such as play time.
Lester and Russell, 2008, p126 (cited in Hobbs et al. 2019) suggest that there are many aspects to play, which can influence children’s ability to adapt to and thrive in their social and physical settings. 
UWTSD (2019) notes that play can aid a child in many ways including behavioural, as it can reduce anxiety, promotes self-esteem, improves calmness and resilience. There are also social benefits to play including an increase in sharing and empathy. Nonverbal skills are increased, and attention and attachment can be improved. 
Jennings (2016) explains that symbolic play is when a child uses objects to represent something else, that do not resemble what a child is imagining them to be.
Symbolic play can be linked to self-directed play by the fact that it is more likely to occur without adult interaction, it is intrinsically motivated and often using natural resources. Self-directed play is play that a child does by themselves, without an adult setting boundaries or rules. It is often done on their own, led by their own likes and interests.
Playworks Chicago (2016) believes that symbolic play is important in shaping children’s cognitive development. ‘While engaging in symbolic play, they act out behaviours and scenarios they’ve observed in their daily life’.
Educational Psychology Interactive (2003) Jean Piaget studied cognitive development in the 1920s. He put this development into four stages. The second being the pre-operational stage, for children aged two to seven years of age. 
‘Children become capable of representing their experiences mentally using imagery and language.’ (Ford et al. 2018)
‘Vygotsky (1967) agreed with Piaget, that symbolic play would strengthen the gap between external and internal thought. Vygotsky saw symbolic play as an adaptive mechanism for promoting cognitive growth and the interface of language and play as a vital part of that growth’ (Roskos and Christie 2000)
Symbolic play can have a positive impact on speech and language development, imagination development and fine motor skills. 
According to Piaget (1962), ‘both language and symbolic play as aspects of the semiotic function reflect the development of underlying symbolic ability, and the beginning of representational thinking.’ 
Symbolic play can also be linked to holistic play as it can be play that involves conversation, interaction and listening to peers. Symbolic play also requires a place to play.
The great significance of holistic play is that it focuses on the child as a whole, not on one specific area. Sussex Forest School (no date) believe that ‘holistic development is the concept that sees each and every child as a whole person – physically, intellectually, emotionally, socially, culturally, morally and spiritually.’ 
Foundation Education explains that (2018) ‘Holistic development incorporates children as a whole, exploring and developing. Learning is achieved by becoming engaged and involved in their interdependence between the environment and their peers. By supporting the holistic development approach, early years practitioners can create a safe, interactive and positive environment which supports childhood development.’ 















Risk
In recent years risk has become another term for danger and with current health and safety laws having children be anywhere near even a little risk requires a lot of paperwork and settings will often opt for the easier option of steering clear all together. 
In Wales as with the rest of the UK, risk assessments, health and safety and the suing culture has meant that a lot of child’s play is now structured and most, if not, all of risk is gone. Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations (1999) was a factor in this. 
Articles such as this one from the Mail Online (2012) which reads that primary school children are conducting their own risk assessments and that even sticks are a hazard, highlight how far some settings had taken the safety of their pupils. Though, this could be seen as an unreliable source and a sensationalist headline for readers. 
When settings have decided to have an activity with involves risk, they can face a backlash from parents. Another barrier that children have to accessing risk is getting outside. The Guardian (2016) says that some children will not play outside on a daily basis, comparing them to prisoners who get access to the outdoors daily.
Christakis (2018) stated that ‘The engagement between parent and child is increasingly low-quality, even ersatz. Parents are constantly present in their children’s lives physically, but they are less emotionally attuned.’ The article continues on to mention that this is down to screens. Mobile phones and other screen devices have had a significant effect on modern life for adults and children alike.
 In Nordic and Scandinavian countries there is a current thinking to try to get children back outdoors and to connect back to nature by having natural experiences. Liagaard (2016) Explains that there are many outdoor and forest kindergartens, in Denmark there are currently 500. They operate with a pedagogue and spend most of the day outside, using sharp tools and climbing trees. This style of childcare has grown through Europe and into America. 
Brussoni et al. 2012 (cited in Lavrysen 2015a) states that ‘it is now well accepted that risky play is necessary for a child in order to develop risk taking skills and learn how to cope with risky situations.’ 
Williams-Siegfrechen (2016) who works in Denmark in a forest kinder garden explains that it is important that children experience what cold and wet feel like. Normal playgrounds do not offer such opportunities. 
Lavrysen (2015b) notes that ‘risky play can be categorized in six categories: play with great heights, play with high speed, play with harmful tools, play near dangerous elements, rough and tumble play and play where children can ‘disappear’/ get lost.’
Attitudes are changing across Europe and this is being reflected in Wales through its new curriculum and forest schools. Play Wales (no date) believes that for provision to be of a high standard risk must be included. That if risk is not offered then children will find it elsewhere. Play Wales (2016) have an ABC model to dynamic risk management. This can be used by practitioners to risk assess when they are working with children.  Many practitioners have attended training about risky play and its benefits, due to this, things are improving in what children get to experience. 
 Brusoni et al. (2012) believe that children not experiencing risk can hinder their development. They then go on to state ‘New avenues for investigation and action are emerging seeking optimal strategies for keeping children “as safe as necessary,” not “as safe as possible.”
Council for Learning Outside the Classroom (no date) believe that not allowing children to have risk can impact on their social, environmental and finical future. Affecting their level of fitness, poor public health and lack of innovation. 
Tovey (2010) notes that there are many benefits of children being exposed to risk. Through experiencing risk in different situations children are cognitively able to extend their limits, whilst learning new skills. Even children’s failures can be helpful to discover how to do things differently in the future. 
‘The benefits of risk taking include extending skills, developing physical and emotional capacities, challenging ourselves in new ways and gaining direct experience of the consequences of our actions. Being brave and conquering a fear is something that is very important to children and a sign of growth.’ (Play Wales, no date)
G.L (2016) suggests that risky play helps children to develop many different skill learnings including; balance and coordination, resourcefulness, problem solving, curiosity, confidence, independence, handling tools, capabilities and limits of their own bodies. 
 





















Observation Method
There are many types of observations used on children in Early Years settings. Flying Start settings use The Wellcomm Toolkit. Personal experience has shown that this toolkit is a useful tool in discovering where children are in their development and what they are able to do. 
Wellcomm Assessment focuses on speech and language. It was created in 2010 and updated in 2015. It is can be used for children aged 6 months to 6 years. ‘It plays a crucial role in identifying children with potential language difficulties and offers a range of customised intervention activities to help support their language development.’ (Education Endowment Foundation, no date)
The Toolkit observes not just spoken language, it also focuses on non-verbal communication and what children understand.
The Wellcomm website (no date) states that the toolkit’s purpose is to identify children with delayed speech or language problems. That it can assist in putting an intervention into practice, until a formal assessment can take place.  
Wellcomm has two parts; the Screening Tool, which is completed for individual children, the second is the Big Book of Ideas, which gives many ideas to promote language development through activities.
A child is observed once every term that they are at the setting. The Screening Tool is split into nine sections, each section has an age bracket., from section one for six to eleven months, to section 9 for sixty to seventy-two months.
Due to Flying Start settings having children aged two to three years, they begin their screening on section four. As many children in these playgroups have language difficulties they are often behind from where they should be. Each section has ten questions, to be ticked or crossed off. These are then added up and marked using a traffic light system of red, amber and green. Ten to eight is green, seven to five is amber and four and below is red; these scores change slightly by section. ‘Red - language skills are significantly delayed, amber – language skills are mildly delayed, green language skills are age appropriate’ (Wellcomm pack, no date) 
Those with a score in the red band are most likely to need intervention from a specialist service. 
The benefits of this method of observation is that it can be completed during any time of the day; through any types of play, group time or snack time. The keyworker needs to have good knowledge of the children they are assessing for the toolkit to work well. When this is the case most of the assessment can occur without having to watch the child. Talking to parents and carers about the screening process is another way to gain information on the child. This also helps build a good partnership with parents and carers.
The barrier with these observations can be that to discover some of the answers a direct question to a child is needed. This can interrupt their play, put them under pressure or cause shyness. Due to this some answers might not be discovered when a child is able to do them, as they may not feel comfortable with someone watching them or confronting them. Talking about children to their parents or carers can be difficult depending on the family. Some can find it difficult to accept that their child is behind and does not know or understand some things they should.
Personal challenges have shown that the Wellcomm assessment is a successful and in-depth way to observe children. Other observation types such as time tracker or snapshot observations focus on what is happening in that one moment. This does not make allowances for the child to be unwell or not being happy on that day. If something has changed at home or there are new children or staff in the group. All these personal and environmental factors can have an impact on the child and how they are on that day. This could lead to a ‘poor’ observation. In comparison, Wellcomm can involve a week or more of observations and talking to parents and carers. 


























The Role of Play in Observations and Assessment
Children in Early Years Settings learn though play, which is reflected through all observations that are carried out.  Usually a child is playing, and a staff member is sitting, watching and writing down what they are doing or taking photographs or film. These types of observations can be slightly varied and have different names.
Running record observations are when a staff member watches one child for a specified length of time, noting down everything that child does. The role of play in this observation is that a child should be uninterrupted while they play. The play can be self-directed, playing independently or with others. King-Kabu, S (2015) notes that there are some benefits to this type, such as, many details can be gathered on many different areas of learning. However, the drawback to this is that it is hard for a staff member to dedicate that length of time to one child.
Time tracker observations are taken of a child for roughly five minutes every half hour. According to Raise Learning (2011) the benefits of this type of observation is that a ‘snapshot’ of the child’s day can be seen, and it is a good way to identify any triggers that child may experience. The disadvantage with this form of observation is that it can be very time consuming and that the observation must be recorded as it is being observed, or details can be forgotten. 
Interaction tracker observations or mapping uses a floor plan of the setting and for a set amount of time the practitioner notes where the child has gone. Heyde, T (2014) believes that the advantage of this type of observation is that children do not feel as if they are being watched as the person conducting the observation can do so from afar. The child will feel they can therefore play as normal; they would not be interrupted from their play cycle by persistent questions or being instructed as to what to play with. 
Another form of observation that is conducted in Early Years settings, and, from personal experience, focused on in Flying Start settings are assessments. These include Wellcomm, baselines and SOGS (Schedules of Growing Skills).
As mentioned in the previous section of this assignment Wellcomm is not decided on a day’s observations. It can be from that week on even half a term. This allows for a true interpretation of the child to be formed, can this can be achieved without interfering in their play. Law, J et al. (2017) in a Public Health England report suggest that although there are benefits of this time of assessment, the drawback is that it can be hard to work out which is the aspect of communication the child in question is struggling with.
Schedules of Growing Skills can be used to establish the developmental levels in children.  This type of assessment gives a detailed ’snapshot’ of a child’s development. It is able to identify areas of strength and delay. The SOGS website (no date) states that it ‘makes the tasks feel like playtime to the child, allowing professionals to observe and assess reactions while the child plays.’
Baselines focus on different areas of development; they use age ranges to see if the child has reached their developmental milestones at the correct age. These like Wellcomm assessments can be conducted from a bank of observations, which should not interfere with a child playing. 
Throughout their time at the setting children should be allowed to use self-directed play. To play in areas when and how they would like to. This can be frustrating to practitioners, especially if they would like every child in the setting to do a certain activity, such as making Christmas cards. However, if asked and they decline, children should never be forced to do something, when they are this can certainly affect the outcomes of an observation. It can even ask are these true findings.
When observing any child, it is important to make sure they do not feel as though they are being watched and scrutinised, that they can play naturally.
Holistic development is something that seems rarely to be observed. As seen in this section most observations focus on one area of development, language, where they are playing, developmental milestones and even triggers. This is something that settings should consider. The Donaldson report, Successful Futures (2018) had an in depth look at education in Wales. This publication lead to the Foundation Phase being overhauled and updated to include emphasis on holistic development.
‘The areas of learning and experience are designed to operate together as part of a holistic curriculum. They are not intended to be watertight compartments but instead allow learning to be drawn from across the areas of learning and experience.’ (Welsh Government, no date)
This will hopefully filter down to a more holistic approach to observations, whilst still maintaining the necessity of play.
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