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Children’s play: principles and practice
Section 1
According to Play Wales (2020), playing is the most important aspect of children’s lives.  It is central to the child’s social emotional, physical, mental, health and wellbeing.  As part of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), children have a right to play.
Children’s play is an activity, behaviour or process started by a child themselves.  Play itself should be intrinsically motivated and undertaken for oneself.  The crucial characteristics of play are fun, flexibility, challenge, uncertainty and non-productivity.  These together will contribute to the pleasure of play (Brown, 2014).
When children choose who to play with, what to play and how to arrange their play, the child will benefit most and have more fun.  According to Playful Childhoods (no date), children learn and develop in a variety of ways while playing.  Running will help to keep the child fit, making up games will help to develop their communication skills.  Climbing helps balance and coordination, it will also help to build upper body strength, confidence and self-esteem.  Make believe games will develop children’s creativity and imagination, this can also help the child deal with any difficult situations in their lives.  Through all these activities the child will be having fun and letting off steam (Playful Childhoods, no date).
When children play outside it is exciting, fun and essential for their learning and development.  Children usually embrace the freedom the outdoors gives them to run, jump and shout (NCT, 2017).  Similarly, The Foundation Phase Framework (2015), agrees that outdoor environments should be exciting, fun and stimulating to promote the child’s development, learn through their own experiences first-hand and explore their natural curiosity.



Brown (2013), suggests play should be an enjoyable part of childhood with vital developmental benefits which last through adulthood.  Free play offers children opportunities to develop and use their creativity.  This creative aspect is essential because it gives challenge to the developing brain, children experiment more with new roles and activities in self-directed play.  Play helps children in their development of social and communication skills, they will learn through their peers what behaviour is acceptable and what is not. 
There are so many benefits of self-directed play, it will stimulate the child’s imagination therefore children become more creative. It will teach problem solving skills, children can create their own rules, figuring out things for themselves and overcoming obstacles.  It helps to build self-confidence, when children explore by themselves, they learn what they can do independently, making up rules, overcome their fears and feel successful.  Self-directed play encourages independence, the child will learn at their own pace and will learn how to take healthy risks (Brown, 2013).  Howard and McInnes (2012) state, when children engage in self-directed play, they have higher levels of emotional wellbeing. 
According to Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2008), Children who participate in playful learning and play do better in their learning of academic subjects than their peers who play less.
It is important adults do not take over when children play, this would be violating the principles of self-directed play.  When children lose the privilege to openly explore, the experience loses its meaning.  Children’s experiences should be supported by being engaged and present.  Ultimately adults have control over the child’s environment, it is important to make sure it is fun and appropriate this will help enhance their play, help the child to grow and become more independent (Rymanowicz, 2015). 






According to a particular website Foundation Years (2009), Practitioners have a crucial role in building the right learning conditions.  To make sure children feel valued, cared for and safe.  Children’s rate of development should be respected, not rushed and supported in ways that are right for the child.  There are numerous types of play in the Foundation Phase, construction play which will help with mathematics, reasoning and problem solving.  Exploratory play which helps the child to understand materials and their properties.  Pretend play or role play, this will be when children become aware of their own mind.  Practitioners should create high quality environments for children to learn and develop their play.
Viewing development from all different perspectives is part of supporting holistic development in children and recognising the links.  Holistic development in children is when all areas of learning, growth and development are entwined, reinforcing and supporting each other to make a resilient and strong whole.  Children playing will have plenty of movement, so there will be many holistic links between physical development, play and sensory experiences (Brodie, 2018).  Educational provision for children should be holistic, with the child being the focus of any planned activities.












Section 2
Rodgers (2018), States that risky play is an important part of childhood.  Children need to take risks and explore; however, they also need to be kept safe from harm’s way and hazards at all times.  Risky play allows children to test their own abilities physically, by running faster or climbing higher.  Emotionally, the child will overcome their fears and mentally they will learn their own boundaries.  All of these will help the child problem solve and experiment to test their strengths. 
Practitioners must reduce or eliminate risk but also consider the risks which are acceptable too, children’s safety is paramount.  Children should be shown how to use equipment safely and how to behave well.  For example, when children handle scissors they should be sat at a table and not running around.  When children are outside playing there should be adequate members of staff, the child will feel safe and develop their skills as they climb higher or run faster, which will result in the child taking risks past their current ability (Rodgers, 2018).
Similarly, Pilcher (no date), agrees that children’s safety is paramount, however, healthy risks are acceptable.  The risk of falling off large equipment is high, even so practitioners can minimise this risk by making sure the equipment is in the correct position, away from walls or windows, there is always supervision when using the equipment and crash mats.  Children will learn to take risks by climbing higher or balancing for longer, some will fall but this will help them to learn to pick themselves up and start over again, and this will help them to take risks beyond their ability.
Early Education (no date) has indicated that children taking risks is good, exhilarating and they want and need to do this, as practitioners we want to enable this, nevertheless, children must not be put in actual danger.  It is crucial to assess the hazards honestly, considering the worst that can happen, this is called the risk benefit play approach.  It is important to focus on positive language to build their confidence.  For example, ‘show me how you can be safe’ rather than ‘do not go there it is too high’.  Risky outdoor play has positive aspects, for example when children can practice their physical skills, the environment is exciting, and they will be developing coordination, strength and confidence.


According to Brussoni et al. (2012, p3134), children’s development will be delayed if practitioners or adults impose too many restrictions on risky play.  Children taking risks can test their physical limits and learn to adjust to the environment and avoid dangerous situations.
Kleppe (2018) suggests, it is important to keep children protected from harm and to steer clear of physical injury, however, letting the child assess the risk themselves by gradually approaching more realistic risks, they will build up their own risk assessment skills and learn about their own limitations and abilities.  Children learn through play about risk. 
According to Play Wales (2021), providing children opportunities to play, the aim is not to remove risk altogether, but to consider the risks and the benefits.  This allows sensible health and safety.
When children pay freely in adventurous play, they learn quickly to judge their own skills and match them to the environment.  Children are resilient and will keep trying until they master a situation that will challenge them or learn to avoid it (Almon, 2013).  Similarly, Holecko (2020), agrees for children to gain confidence they need to try things that scare them, even if they fail, they can try again, eventually they would have mastered a new skill and that will help build their self-esteem whilst practicing persistence and resilience too.  These are important life skills.  Risky play encourages social interactions, such as one child helping or encouraging another.  It also promotes problem-solving too, sorting out how to get up and over a boulder for example. 
When children participate in risky play it gives them a chance to assess and manage risks, this will expand their limits and learn life skills.  Success and failure will motivate children to try again and to try things differently.  It is vital to create a well-managed environment for children to play safely (Early years outdoor education, no date).







Section 3
The Foundation phase profile is used to provide a holistic picture of where a child is in their abilities and development in vital areas, this is done through formative assessments and observations.  Through observations practitioners can determine where the child is on the learning continuum for progression (Welsh Government, no date).  According to the Welsh Assembly Government (no date), the main aim is to assess children within six weeks of entry into the Foundation phase, this is to enable practitioners a ‘baseline’ assessment.
There are six developmental areas that will make up the profile of the whole child.  Practitioners must follow the guidance materials which will explain and illustrate how to observe behaviours and assess the children.  All observations should be recorded onto the Foundation phase child development assessment profile record form.  First assessment is usually done upon entry into Foundation Phase at the age of three.  All the developmental areas have steps, and every step incorporates two or three descriptions of behaviour.  Every description of behaviour has a cell on the record form, this is for recording purposes (Welsh Assembly Government, no date).
Pacey (2017) suggests a formative assessment is something that is done daily, when children play, practitioners can see what the child can do independently or what they need support with, this will help the child move on to the next stage of their development.  It is an informal continuous process, happening constantly through observations to enable the child to be supported through their progression.  
A Summative assessment is a summary of all the formative assessments, this helps to build a bigger picture of the child and where they are in terms of their learning and development.  A person who does not know the child should be able to read and understand how the child is developing through the summative assessments and these are vital during transitions (Pacey, 2017).




Assets Publishing Service (2011) has indicated that in the early years, assessment is a term that some find difficult.  It can cause visions of endless tick-boxing, impersonal scrutiny and inflexibility.  In the most serious case, it is seen as children not measuring up to where they should be or expected to do things earlier than when they are ready.  Some practitioners find assessments time consuming and burdensome.
According to The Welsh Government (no date), the purpose of the Foundation phase profile is to provide a baseline assessment which is nationally consistent and aligns with the end of phase outcomes, this will allow comparison of children’s progression.  The benefits will be practitioners will be supported to provide suitable holistic curriculum for all children.  Through this process practitioners should easily identify Additional Learning Needs (ALN), Special Educational Needs (SEN) and possible developmental delay, extra support can then be given to children who need it. 
Observation, assessment and planning are vital for meeting children’s individual needs, through these observations and assessments practitioners will be able to plan appropriate developmental learning opportunities (Pacey, 2017).





Section 4
Observation is when practitioners watch, listen and document children as they play, explore and learn.  Monitoring children’s behaviour, physical actions and listening to them interacting with others will show how the child is developing and if they are at the expected stage of development.  Practitioners would be able to see if the resources and the environment are stimulating the child’s development and what support the child needs (Azilo Training, no date).  Similarly, Kelly (2016), agrees that observing children when they play will provide practitioners information about the child as an individual.  How the child responds to different activities, who the child likes to play with, the child’s development of language, how the child interacts with others, their skills and behaviour.
Drake (2006) suggests, observations that have taken place in child-initiated leaning experiences will provide details for making correct assessments of learning.  It is therefore vital that learning environments, both indoor and out, are of the highest quality.  Practitioners should use every opportunity for observation as they arise.  Numerous observation opportunities happen incidentally, and these can offer a view of children’s learning.  Such observations maybe short and concise, however, when viewed in the context of others can offer important assessment information.  
Enough time should be set aside for the practitioner to observe children this will ensure high-quality assessments in each areas of provision.  This approach is a successful way of gathering information, in several areas of the curriculum, about the child.  This account of observations will provide a more holistic picture of the child’s learning and give the practitioner useful information about what motivates the child and their interests (Drake, 2006). 
Bandura’s social learning theory emphasizes how important observation is.  He believed children learn through observational learning, if a child was rewarded for behaviour, then other children would imitate the same behaviour to be rewarded either immediately or at a later date.  He recognised through his Bobo doll experiments that children’s learning is influenced by observation, children model their behaviour on people around them, their peers, teachers and parents.  These behaviours are learned without intention or deliberately through influence and examples set (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Similarly, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2008) have the same view that play is crucial to children’s learning, they learn to imitate adult behaviours, process emotional events, practice motor skills and learn about their surroundings.  Both guided play and self-initiated play are vital for their academic skills development.
As Practitioners it is important to make sure children are progressing in their journey to independence in all areas of their learning and development.  The best way to gather evidence is via observations.  The best interest of the child should always come first for good early years practice.  This will allow the child to get actively involved in what they are doing.  The practitioner should observe what they say and do so their learning can be extended and consolidated.  Observing children playing gives a real awareness of what they can do independently and what they need support or help with.  As Practitioners need to provide environments where children can thrive.  This can only be done by observing and keeping track of the learning to make sure the activities are doing what they should for the child to learn and develop.  Through observations practitioners get a better insight to children’s learning and development (Smidt, 2015).
Louis (2018), suggests as a practitioner it is essential to observe understand, support and enhance children’s development.  This would enable practitioners to understand where better support for the child’s learning and development is needed.  By continually observing and documenting children’s interactions, emerging skills and activities to see where the child is in terms of development.  This enables the practitioner to set goals and plan activities, what the child’s individual needs are and support their development skills.  Machan (2016), explains when observing children, it needs to be unbiased, it is a way of collecting evidence demonstrated by a child through their speech and actions. 
According to Howard and McInnes (2013) children are more likely to view play as play and not a task if an adult is not present, this is because of the way adults will interact with the child.  There are a range of different ways for children to differentiate between activities viewed as play and those that are not.  If the child has chosen the activity themselves, whether there is an adult present and involved during the activity and how easy it is.  If the activity is more structured or teacher-directed the child will be more likely to view this as not play.  Research suggests that when children view the activity as play the children were more focussed, motivated and performance was significantly improved. 
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