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Section 1
Play is not solely defined by one definition, although there are many theorists who have shared their views and beliefs throughout history and place emphasis on the significance play has for a child’s development, their findings have shaped the way in which educators now facilitate play within the early years, and although theorists share slightly different views, all remain in unison on the conclusion that play is vital during the most crucial years of a child’s life and plays a key role in all areas of a child’s development (Howard and McInnes, 2013). Physical play is one of the five developmental pathways highlighted within the Curriculum for non-maintained settings, a type of play that is considered crucial to a child's development and learning (Welsh Government, 2022). Stated in the developmental pathways, it is believed that children naturally have a need to move, with continuous opportunities to explore movement through physical play, ensuring children can access multiple ways to practise, repeat and embed new skills learned through the exploration of movement (Welsh Government, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_4wgLE661][bookmark: _Int_twOu6032][bookmark: _Int_on4t9zfs][bookmark: _Int_M69N33Uq][bookmark: _Int_EzDDn3K6]Archer and Siraj (2015) state that during physical play the movement a child experiences spark the neurological system that activates and wires the brain, creating numerous connections that are crucial for the child's future learning and development. NHS (2022) believe that Physical play may take place in many shapes and forms, a play that involves the child making big movements, demonstrating strength, balancing and co-ordination. Activities may include climbing, running, dancing, jumping, messy play, building activities, ball games, games such as hide and seek or tag and risky play. Physical play is vital for the support of the development of a child’s gross motor and fine motor skills, through exploration of big movements as indicated above to smaller movements such as finger gym activities, cutting, grasping resources such as blocks to movements as precise as clapping are all key in supporting the strengthening of crucial skills in the early years (Dapp, Gashaj and Roebers, 2021). Physical play has several benefits to a child’s health, first five years (2020) state that accessing physical play within the early years builds self-confidence, self-esteem and supports the holistic development of social, cognitive and emotional skills in addition to supporting the maintaining of a healthy weight decreasing chances of long-term health effects as diabetes, learning fundamental movement skills and building the foundation for strong bones and muscles. 
Early years matters (2023) believe that for practitioners to promote physical play the children should have access to their preferred learning environment, where practitioners ensure appropriate resources are available both indoors and outdoors for children to engage in physical activities, some suggestions may be threading, building and cutting to engagement with activities that use larger physical movements such as climbing, running and dancing, during this time children explore movement becoming more aware of their own capabilities. NHS (2022) and ACT Government (2019) state that the recommended time for children to be physical during play is 180 minutes per day, spread across a variety of activities. As cited by Early Education (2021) research suggested barriers practitioners felt preventing them from accessing outdoors of the setting and becoming more active during the day were limited outdoor space, lack of knowledge in how to promote physical play, limited funding to purchase extra resources and the knowledge on how to support and promote children during risky play, all barriers that are possible conquered with the correct guidance. A type of play identified as central to problem solving and supporting curiosity within the early years is heuristic play. A self-directed form of play that promotes exploration, that allows children to wonder and discover, developing critical problem-solving skills such as what if and how (Sirens Films Ltd 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_NxFYSsoT][bookmark: _Int_07oVCPZs]Both Wallace (2015) and Huleatt (2012) state that through the collection of natural items and everyday objects such as curtain rings, pinecones, seashells, ribbons, and containers just to name a few offers children endless opportunities of play as they explore and experiment with items separately and together. As cited by Froebel trust (2012) heuristic play may be offered in the form of treasure baskets. Founded by Elinor Goldschmied treasure baskets were aimed at younger children and infants, baskets filled with objects that were natural, recycled and mainly items found in everyday households. As infants use their senses to explore independently through their fingers, hand and mouth forming a high sense of stimulation. Leech (2012) suggests that when offering heuristic play, the practitioners' role is simply to provide the resources with careful consideration to planning and risk assessing prior to this, and observing the children during their play whilst allowing them to lead their own learning during this time of investigation, discovery and curiosity ensuring children are stimulated and being in tune with their possible cues and gestures as to when they may possible be losing interest. 
Learning Journals (2011) suggests through heuristic play several areas of development are supported. Significant benefits include gaining an understanding of the world around them through exploration and development of problem solving as children experiment with questions such as what if? And can independently test their own theory's. Supporting the strengthening of both gross motor and fine motor skills using item for posting, rolling, and stacking whilst repeating patterns of thoughts more commonly known as schemas. Heuristic play also plays a crucial role in the development of building concentration skills and creative thinking.

Section 2

Welsh Government, Play Policy (2022) and Welsh Government, Wales- a play friendly country (2014) state that play is a critical part to the development of social, emotional, creative, and physical skills during the early years of a child’s life.
[bookmark: _Int_dWQ0kP7Y]Implying as part of healthy development self-directed play is intrinsic and further states all children are naturally inquisitive and have a desire to play, all efforts should be made to foster their interests, creating an environment that is rich in communication with enabling adults to support their curiosity and need to explore. Self-directed play otherwise known as freely chosen play, occurs when children lead their own learning, following their own interests and choose resources of personal choice to explore, experiment and use within their play, choosing how they want to play with them. Recognising the significant impact play has on the development of a child the United Nations convention on the right of the child (1989) article 31 states every child has the right to play. 
[bookmark: _Int_cK4lPPLa][bookmark: _Int_eemGyfns]Ledendecker (2020) summarises self-directed play by suggesting free play occurs when a child is independently choosing items or toys and using them in creative ways with no adult initiation and no desired outcome of the play. A play where simple objects offered and chosen by the child have endless of possibilities and used in the way in which the child chooses for example a cardboard tube maybe used as a space rocket, a house, a hat, or any other way a child’s imagination may choose. During this time, an adult should only join the play if invited, at this time the educator becomes a participant and should respect the rules of the play and follow the child’s lead. Both Northern Ireland Government (2020) and Ginsburg (2007) believe that play is fundamental to a child’s development, the skills  learned through play will follow them much later into life, with some skills being confidence, social skills, curiosity, problem solving skills, resilience, self-esteem as well as playing an important role in the development of a child’s emotional, physical and cognitive skills. 
[bookmark: _Int_tva1VFKx][bookmark: _Int_W0XyBJXg]As cited by Fulbrook (2020) both Piaget and Vygotsky shared beliefs that play was of importance to a child’s development and viewed play as significant to the cognitive development of a child. Although both theorists shared great beliefs in the crucial role play has, Vygotsky suggested both culture and social external factors shaped the way in which a child learns, yet Piaget believed children learn when their play is self-directed and can experiment and explore for themselves. McInnes et al. (2013) supports Piaget’s theory and states through earlier studies, conclusions suggested children were less likely to take part in an activity and did not interpretate the activity as play when an adult was present. During a recent small-scale study involving two early years settings were used to determine factors that resulted in children perceiving activities with adult engagement as play and non-play. Findings amongst the studies revealed that adult-child interactions played a key role in the child defining play. Taking a closer look at the results found suggested setting a used quality interactions, open ended questions and allowed the children to experience control and choice during their daily sessions, the children seen this more as playful and play, whereas in setting b where closed questions were asked, and the children had limited choice or control during the activities and viewed this as non-play. 
[bookmark: _Int_t3Ag4Yd7]Self-directed play is fundamental within Montessori education. Education settings where their ethos is based on hands on learning that is self-directed by the child, allowing them to foster their own interests where all individuals are seen as capable and supported to follow their curiosity, making independent and creative choices about their play (Lillard, 2013). Gray (2013) suggests in current years a rapid decline in self-directed play and believes that there is no need for lessons sat at desks, tests and grading, suggesting what children learn through their own capability and imagination, during self-directed play cannot be taught in any other form. Sharing his beliefs further Gray (2013) suggests children are naturally inclined to take charge of their own learning, when provided with freedom to explore their own interests, children will thrive and flourish. Feichtner and Albrecht (2019) explains adults can support self-directed play by firstly gaining a clear understanding of what self-directed play is, ensuring the environment is safe and well equipped with resources to foster the play directed by children. A key element in supporting self-directed play is offering extended periods of uninterrupted time where children are free to explore, investigate and practise their ideas in their own time, following their independent interests. During this time adults should stand back and wait for cues, only joining the play when invited and observing and knowing when to scaffold a child’s learning but not directing it, through possible use of open-ended question and running commentary, sharing their joy and enthusiasm. 
[bookmark: _Int_zQrsYmoi][bookmark: _Int_24ts2EO8][bookmark: _Int_Q4JSXW7r][bookmark: _Int_uYIDhAuU]Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery (2020) suggests that space provided outdoors plays a key part in enabling self-directed play. Through recent research conducted by Aminpour, Bishop and Corkery (2020) in Australia, findings revealed that children often search for spaces described as in-between spaces, these spaces accommodate self-directed play. In between spaces were found to be small spaces often corners, edges, spaces under staircases and spaces between larger pieces of furniture such as benches. Children preferred these spaces as opposed to spaces that were open and central to the outdoor environment, Barriers preventing self-directed play were identified as poor maintenance of specific areas such as the edges of the building, some areas were considered out of bounds for children due to lack of supervision. To conclude the question remains is self-directed play considered during the planning of such environments. 

Section 3

[bookmark: _Int_B62fF7z0][bookmark: _Int_zwh2HCpD]Birth to 5 matters, (2021) states observation, assessments and planning are a key part of professional practise within the early years. Amongst many forms of assessment used within the early years is the foundation phase profile. This particular type of assessment consists of a compact form profile, mainly used withing early years settings to produce single baseline outcomes for children and has four skills ladders based on four key areas of learning as opposed to the full profile form which is made up of more ladders for a more detailed tracking of the development of a child’s skills (Welsh Government, 2017). The four areas of development focused on in the compact profile are mathematical, physical, personal, social and emotional and language, literacy and communication. It is recommended that the baseline assessment is carried out within the first six weeks of a child starting. Connor (2013) suggests that transitions within the early years can be difficult for the child involved. As children transition into new environments, feelings of uncertainty, low self-confidence, separation anxiety resulting in the child being upset or distressed at this time. As cited by David, Gouuch and Powell (2016) Bowlby's theory of attachment believes through the forming of a bond and emotional attachment which Bowlby refers to as crucial with those closest to the child, supports a sense of belonging, a sense of security and ultimately supports the development of resilience, self confidence and self-esteem in the child. Which leaves the question, is six weeks for a baseline assessment enough time for a child to make a secure attachment to get a holistic view of the child during times of transitions into new environments? 
[bookmark: _Int_HuhRuAsK]Welsh Government (2017) states that the summative assessment should be marked using observations during a child’s play, which is identified as a key role in the early years for practitioners to provide support and intervention in specific areas if needed but also challenging children if having exceptional abilities, listening to a child and also formative assessments where children’s outcomes are documented, with steps and plans in place in order to support the child to reach their next set of skills. Early years Wales (2020) believes observations, planning and assessment are all interconnecting, with observations playing a key role in assessments but also are key for ensuring future provocations are set to meet each child’s individual needs, likes and interests. Sharing similar views Glazzard et al, (2010) also believes observations taken by practitioners are key in planning for the next steps of the children, using forms of observations to gather information surrounding the child’s likes, interest and dislikes by ensuring it is relevant to supporting the learning needs of the individual child. 
[bookmark: _Int_zt8JDSYZ][bookmark: _Int_SjWcoUHM][bookmark: _Int_CfSO30gt][bookmark: _Int_2UMjUAcJ]Welsh Government (2021) identity's observations and assessments as playing a key role in supporting the possible early identification in identifying learning difficulties within the early years, stating early intervention is crucial to ensure every child meets the full potential. During the research into assessment practices in the foundation phase taken by Welsh Government (2022) practitioners shared opinions on the foundation phase profile, many positive reflections were gathered during this time, however practitioners described the outcomes too vague in identifying possible difficulties in learning. Amongst the feedback practitioners also discussed concern in having to set specific tasks and activities up to observe possible outcomes in particular ladders of the foundation phase profile. 
[bookmark: _Int_9Rc5B0TD][bookmark: _Int_9k46P5vn][bookmark: _Int_rB1r5DV9]Among internal information enclosed in the foundation phase handbook, the purpose of the assessments described as both summative and formative assessments to gain a holistic view of each individual child by focusing on several interconnecting areas of development (Welsh Government, 2017). Sharing an opposed views Archer (2017) suggests through practitioner interviews, findings recorded suggested although practitioners stated the well-being of children remained paramount within their settings, summative assessments and baselines directed attention on what children could not do, rather than what they could do. Thoughts shared by Archer (2017) stated the baselines were insufficient in capturing a holistic view of a child and instead laid an elevated level of pressure on practitioners to evidence and document a child’s learning through assessments further stating probable causes for implications between the relationships of early years educators and the children in their care such as time spent together. 

Section 4

[bookmark: _Int_Jd0FWVqu][bookmark: _Int_SVf2W9VN]Bagnato (2007) believes assessments and observations need to be adapted and designed with the individuality of children at the heart of these. Sharing further views Bagnato (2007) states practitioners should be responsive to children’s need to be active whilst learning not following standardized procedures of assessments and observations, suggesting play-based observations allow practitioners to gain a whole view of a child. In addition to this Grenier, Finch and Vollans (2017) suggest that when observing a child during play, it offers a true insight to their likes, interests and learning capabilities whilst building a profound understanding of a child as an individual. Homan (2016) implies that the development of cognitive and physical skills comes profoundly from play, when observing children during play specifically free play practitioners will gain a deeper understanding of a child’s stage of development. When given the opportunity to play children naturally explore through their own interests, developing a sense of belonging whilst using multiple skills such as social, language and literacy skills during imaginative and role play with others, physical skills whilst challenging themselves and personal, social and emotional skills maybe seen during times of conflict, whether a child chooses to play with other children or parallel to others. It is at this time a holistic view of the child’s development is seen, and practitioners use the information obtained to plan effectively whilst supporting the well-being of the child. Adults may still be involved in the child’s play but should be invited and at any time not directing the play. The child is setting the rules of the play they have chosen, expressing their thinking, imagination and problem solving independently, making it clear for the practitioner to see the unique child.
[bookmark: _Int_LMxb0VKf][bookmark: _Int_NVc8ocXi][bookmark: _Int_a8uSPQjF]Sancisi and Edgington (2015) states to obtain reliability from any observation key factors should be present, accuracy is determined by the relationship between practitioners and the child. To show their full capability, the child must have trust and feel secure within their environment and the adults around them. From observations taken allows practitioners to document significant information about children. Sharman, Cross and Vennis (2006) explains many children can face difficulties when regulating their emotions, this can be displayed through several different behaviours, it is through observations that practitioners are able to identify possible triggers to this behaviour as well as an understanding of the events prior to this. Sharing similar views Gaikwad, Lalitha and Seshadri (2015) explains play is used effectively during therapeutic sessions where a child naturally expresses emotions through the power of play. Play therapy is commonly used to support children who have experienced trauma in their life, this could be the loss of a loved one, the breakdown of the family unit, experienced abuse and children who maybe experiencing emotional disruption as well as supporting children displaying possible emerging needs. 
[bookmark: _Int_FSGemMxN]McMhaon (2009) states there are two types of play therapy, the first non-directive play therapy. This form of therapy has been effective in supporting children in expressing concealed emotions, allowing them to be expressed with no verbal communication but only through play and the materials they choose to use during the play, allowing the child to fully direct the play. The second is directive play, where the therapist supplies resources based on a strategic plan made by the therapist to support the child. The therapist will not make assumptions during the play but will ask questions of verbal communication is possible. 
[bookmark: _Int_M9dhw05Q][bookmark: _Int_Yrstn2ys][bookmark: _Int_wwJ96MmD][bookmark: _Int_WlJvObeN]McInnes et al (2011) suggests practitioners must have a sound knowledge of play and implementing effective pedagogy within their settings in the shape of promoting self-directed learning, having awareness of when to scaffold a child's learning and when to observe, to ensure play is promoted daily. Research conducted concluded a child’s differentiation between both play and non-play activities. It was clear from findings children interpreted an adult being present directing the activity, where the children made no choices as non-play, as opposed to an activity that practitioners where present to facilitate but not lead allowing them to decide when it starts, making independent choices regarding the activity and choosing when it finishes as play. Conclusions from the study suggest a clear understanding is needed of how to respond to cues of children, knowing when to intervene and scaffold their learning through sustained shared thinking and open-ended question whilst following the child’s lead, simply facilitating the play not directing would better support the child’s learning and may encourage children to engage in play with practitioners. Welsh Government (2021) claims to promote play and learning holistically and meaningfully, practitioners should ensure the environment offers exciting opportunities surrounded by curiosity, facilitated by adults who are keen to share the joy with children and engage in meaningful play, whilst using observations taken to ensure both provocations and the environment are engaging and are led by the child’s likes and interests.
“You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a year of conversation” 
(Plato)
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