Play
Mckinnes et al. (2013) suggests that play is considered challenging to define and definitions typically derive from an adult’s perception of play. According to Botrill (2018) play is creativity, it is the ability to abandon all cares, to take risks. It is an opportunity for children to collaborate and interpret experiences and interactions however they like. To Botrill Play is considered endless in meaning. 
According to the UNCRC (2013) play is an unstructured activity or behaviour which is child-led, driven by the intrinsic motivation of the child that does not seek to obtain a certain outcome or goal. Play is a fundamental component of a child’s development and is pivotal to how a child learns. According to Coplan and Arbeau (2009) play provides opportunities for young people to develop socially, emotional and cognitively. The General Comment No.17, UNCRC (2013) section 3 supports this by acknowledging that play is imperative to a child’s health and wellbeing and how play promotes the holistic development of children. 
So, it is incredibly important that we recognise how children define play and facilitate opportunities for them to play which also enable them to develop holistically. One way we can achieve this is to focus on the types of play we provide the provisions for. Ensuring that we provide appropriate resources for the specific age group, that the provision provided caters to all the children’s interests and needs. 
As explained by Mcinnes et al (2013) children define play using cues within their environment. Mcinnes et al (2013) suggest that children differentiate between non play and play activities using cues and these cues often tend to be associated with the presence of an adult. It is suggested that children are less likely to approach an activity as play if there is an adult present. 
Role Play 
Role play is a form of play which allows children the opportunity to use their imaginations and become whoever they would like to be. Children will often role play and imitate examples of what they have seen in their environments whether that be at home, in the setting or within their communities. Role play is an effective method of play when it comes to the development of their communication and social skills. According to Millwood education (2016) role play can be entirely child-led which is exactly what play should be. Allowing them the opportunity to be creative and to take risks. Play scheme (No date) suggests that role play allows children to act out thoughts, feelings and ideas, builds their confidence and their understanding of their surroundings. 
Heuristic play 
Smith (2009) defines object play as any activity that involves objects. This mostly consists of construction play so activities such as building tower blocks, playing with Lego, using modelling clay etc. 
Goldschmied and Jackson (2004) define heuristic play as providing a group of children with a variety of objects in a controlled environment and allowing them to play freely without adult intervention. According to HuIeatt (2012) heuristic play is a play method that is useful for the age groups that do struggle to focus their attention on one activity or object for more than a few minutes.  The materials used for this type of play often include natural materials such as conkers, seashells and pebbles as well as household items such as yarn, ribbons, jar lids. Heuristic play although it is an individual playing with their own pile of objects. They are still very much aware of each other and often the children will interact with each other or even all gravitate towards one pile of objects. In terms of how heuristic play can aide their holistic development it provides an opportunity for them to build their communication and social skills. 
Nursery resources (2020) suggests that heuristic play allows for them to use their imagination, it encourages them to think critically as there are no predetermined outcomes expected of them with puzzles that are designed to obtain a certain outcome. It gives the children an opportunity to develop their gross motor skills. Riddall-Leech 2012 explains that this method of play helps the children with their decision-making skills as they are able to make their own choices and determine their preferences.



The role of the adult 
The role of the adult is often misunderstood as to the level of involvement that is appropriate when it comes to working within an early year’s setting and when it comes to play. Practitioners are often guilty of trying to pre-empt developmental milestones for them to tick off a checklist they are required to complete for each individual child to show their progression, instead of stepping back and observing and allowing the child to reach them naturally.   
Self-directed play is a fundamental part of a child’s development. Schwarzmueller & Rinaldo (2013) suggest that self-directed play is a form of play that allows children to be led by the child's own interests. And enables the child to lead the activity with an adult if they wish present as a participant nothing more.  The structure of schools and other early years settings sometimes do not provide children with enough opportunities for self-directed play, whether this be down to targets they must meet or trying to construct a plan without a clear understanding of the pedagogy of play. 
Children are often deprived of the freedom of choice and often engage in constructed activities that are like play but are most likely not viewed as play by the child. Mcinnes et al (2013) recognises how important the way in which practitioner's approach interactions with children during play is and highlights the lack of consistency in the quality of those interactions. 
Howard & McInnes (2012) study proposes that providing children with the opportunity to choose the type of play for themselves has provided a significant improvement on a child’s emotional development. Howard & McInnes (2012) suggest that in circumstances which a child perceives an activity as play they have higher levels of engagement. It could be argued that this is because play from a child’s point of view is intrinsically motivated, so it allows them the freedom to express themselves. Which in hand allows them to naturally develop holistically at their own pace.
Allowing children to participate in self-directed play gives you a better opportunity to see just what the individual child is capable of. As it is a more authentic representation of the child’s capabilities. Neaum (2016) supports this stating that by being attentive and open to witnessing what a child knows and can do, we can learn from them. The responsibility of an adult within an early year's setting is to ensure that the children have a safe and secure environment that they can confidently navigate their surroundings and has sufficient provision that supports each individual child’s interests and needs.

Howard & Mcinnes (2013) study highlights the importance of placing the control with the child when it comes to play, stating that practitioners should ensure that the children have consistent, sensitive and meaningful interactions that are framed positively, and that the language used remains open and ensuring that the control is in the child’s hands. Howard & Mcinnes (2013) suggests that the adults in the setting during play should have the capability to tune in to not just a child’s verbal cues but also be able to recognise non-verbal cues. Sturrock and Else (1998) designed a formula for the play cycle which aims to support playworkers in navigating their role within play stating that the main responsibility of the playworker is to support the cycle as it unfolds. 

Sturrock and Elses (1998) play cycle consists of the metalude which is the child’s idea/ thought of play. The practitioner can support this by providing enabling environments that include stimulus for the child’s metalude.
Next in the cycle is cues, cues are very important for a practitioner to look out for and should be approached with careful consideration. For example, a child may invite you to play with them, but cues can also include be cues the child makes to their own environment. Cues can be several things such as a verbal cue, looks, gestures or presentation of an object or an action. 
The cue can then be returned by the playworker, child or the environment itself. Frames is what determines the type of play and the rules of play. This should be initiated by the child as once an adult interferes with the frame of the activity; it is less likely that the child then views the activity as play. This is classed as adulteration which is when an adult tries to use the play as a teaching moment or tries to rush developmental milestones. Which often leads to annihilation of play.

An example of a play cycle scenario:

Boy passes playworker a block and gestures towards the pile of blocks (cue) playworker sits with the boy and constructs towers with him (Return). After a few minutes the boy stands and knocks over the tower and walks off (annihilation). The boy sits on the rug and begins flipping through a book, he happily reads for ten minutes (flow) until the bell goes for class (adulteration).

The important thing to remember as a practitioner is that their main role is to provide a safe and enabling environment in which the child can confidently explore and learn through play. And understanding when it is appropriate to interfere.





Section 3 
Observation 
Early Years Matters (2023) defines observation as the practice of watching and listening to the children to understand what stage they are at in terms of development and to understand what their interests are to determine what provisions could be put in place to support their learning.
Observations are a very useful tools to keep track of each child’s individual progress and for us as practitioners to understand what stage each child is at, so that the appropriate provisions can be provided. According to the welsh government (2008) observation enables practitioners to assess what progress the children have made and if they need further opportunities to consolidate that learning. Neaum. S (2016) supports this by suggesting that observation allows practitioners to obtain information about what a child knows and is capable of, which then enables us as practitioners to provide appropriate opportunities and interactions that support their needs. According to Neaum.S (2016) assessment of observations requires appropriate knowledge of child development and the pedagogy of play. This is important as the practitioner needs to be able to understand what they are looking for and how to interact accordingly. 
Observations are important as they allow us to highlight the areas of development a child may be struggling with; in some cases, it can also enable practitioners to recognise difficulties the child may be experiencing outside of the typical academic markers they may be assessing. This can include possible learning difficulties or even physical barriers a child may be experiencing. 
The way we approach observation can have an impact on the quality and the accuracy of the observation. So, ensuring that the observation is taken place in a suitable environment with sufficient resources with knowledgeable staff that know what they are looking for and understand their role within play is vital. To have the best possible chance of an accurate assessment. 
Depending on the observation type, observations have the potential to enable practitioners to obtain important information. Some observation types allow for focus on a specific area of development. It can allow us to identify patterns, identify relationships and friendships the child has within the setting, levels of engagement, identifying preferences, trigger points and provides us written evidence we can refer to. But there are factors in which some observation types will not tell us for example an observation cannot tell us causes or underlying factors of a child’s behaviours. They cannot tell us whether the adult observing the child swayed the observation in any way, if there are any additional learning needs it cannot determine exactly what it is, or if there is one there.
An example of an observation type is a running record. According to Red rocks community college (no date) A running record is a detailed account of what a child does and says for a period and is written as it is happening. The strengths of the running record are that it is an effective method of obtaining detailed information on a child that is usually coherent and easy to comprehend by someone other than the assessor. Weaknesses of the running record is that it is a very time-consuming method which requires a lot of attention, which is not something that is always possible in settings where there is time constraints, knowledgeable staff or sufficient resources. This method also is not very specific so what is documented will be vary depending on who is observing and what they chose to focus on. 
But due to the nature of the new curriculum this may provide more opportunities for effective observations using the running record. The Welsh government’s curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (2022) has recognised the importance of play and discussing how play-based learning is vital to a child’s holistic development. This curriculum supports Howard & Mcinnes (2012) argument that children have higher levels of engagement when they are participating in play that is initiated and decided by them, thus then providing practitioners with ample opportunities to observe a child’s capabilities and knowledge at a more accurate level, providing the adult is clear on their role during the observation and does not involve themselves in play unless invited in by a child’s cue to play. 
Threats to this method of observation could include an environment that is not appropriate for example there may not be sufficient provision of appropriate resources that cater to the child’s interests or needs. There may be a communication barrier with the child and observer whether that be due to lack of confidence if the child has just transitioned to the setting and is the observer is someone who the child is unfamiliar with. There could barriers if the child is nonverbal and is not able to communicate with the observer. There could be barriers if the child has any additional learning needs, and whether the observer is familiar with the child and whether they are aware of the child’s interests or needs. There could also be threats dependent on the setting there may be time constraints that are unable to be changed, there may be a lack of knowledgeable staff that are not aware of their role during play and intervene in play when not invited in. Which could lead to less accurate assessments of the child’s capabilities. 




Observation in practice 

Observation is something that should be at the forefront of practice, providing that the practitioners approach it in a way that is going to encourage an accurate and effective assessment of the child. The Welsh Government (2008) suggests that it is important that practitioners recognise when it is appropriate to intervene and when it is appropriate to observe without interruption. Suggesting that more challenging and thought-provoking questions will allow children the opportunity to reason and come up with their own solutions to questions. This is supported by Howard & Mcinnes (2013) who also believe that practitioners should approach conversations with children with open ended questions which encourages them to have positive interactions that support and encourage their confidence in their own choices and their capabilities. This approach would provide opportunity for accurate and efficient observations as the practitioner would not be swaying the observation and they would be able to have a good understanding of the child’s knowledge language and communication skills. 
Mcinnes et al (2011) suggests that practitioners need to really understand their role in their interactions with children. According to Mcinnes et al (2011) children who are in playful environments display excellent skills and behaviours related to learning than children that are in a formal environment with little to no opportunity for child-led play. Mcinnes et al (2011) proposes that practitioners that understand their role in play should be able to co-construct play opportunities that cater to the children’s needs and abilities that also allows the children to decide for themselves. 
 The Welsh Government (2008) suggests that the observation of children participating in tasks that have been planned and those that are child-led will give practitioners a more well-versed understanding of the child’s; skills, knowledge, their involvement in their learning, their choices, the child’s preferences and engagement levels. The child’s friendships and relationships within the setting and their behaviour patterns. This is further supported by Mcinnes et al (2013) who suggests that children differentiate between non play and play activities based off of the presence of the adult. So, being able to undertake effective observation that does not interfere with the child’s engagement or behaviour during activities is essential to get an authentic glimpse of the child’s capabilities.
It is important that we do not just see observations as a tool of assessment but also as an opportunity to see what in the setting are the children most engaged in and how can we incorporate that in consolidating their learning. Welsh Government (2008) supports this stating that practitioners can also evaluate the setting’s provisions, the potential training needs for staff and the quality of the teaching methods used during observation. Therefore, contradicting their previous statement that the main purpose of observations is to assess a child’s academic ability.
Neaum (2016) proposes that practitioners need to recognise individual children’s interests and ensuring that the appropriate provision caters for the child’s individual learning needs. Having a child’s key person or practitioner that is familiar with the child’s intrests and abilities would be affective as they would be able to accurately record their capabilities considering what they already know about that child. As they are more likely to not interrupt the child and it is less likely that the child would behave differently as it would be a familiar person. According to Neaum (2016) careful observation can allow us to recognise what the child knows and is capable of and therefore allowing us to see what needs further support and consolidation.
Neaum (2016) suggests that if we limit our observation to predetermined criteria's that are based off of standardized developmental norms, then we miss out on a lot of the depths the child’s play. So practitioner's being able to efficiently observe a child without intervening in their play cycle allows us to have a clear picture of the child’s interests and understanding. Therefore, allowing us to be able to construct a plan moving forward to support areas of difficulty and take the appropriate measures to combine their interests with their learning. Welsh Government (2008) suggest that when children are lost in what they are doing they may be unaware of the observation. This reiterates the importance of the observation of child-led play. 
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