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Section 1
Play can create positive impacts on a child’s development whilst ensuring their childhood experiences are exciting (Brown and Patte, 2013). Play being one of the key instructors for a child to retain and thrive, can benefit a child’s development in a holistic approach (Family Lives, no date). All aspects of play can enhance a child’s social, emotional, physical, intellectual and creative development, positively as they grow through their early years (Brown and Patte, 2013). Sigmund Freud (1856 – 1939), a psychoanalytic theorist considered play was an important aspect in a child’s early years, expressing a positive impact on their development emotionally. Play encourages a child to communicate through opinions and emotions as Freud stated that not all children’s feelings can be revealed through vocalisation (Freud Museum London, 2017). 

Self-directed play can also be identified as open-ended play. During self-directed play, children set themselves a task individually with use of simple resources and materials that are available (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008) through the opportunity of free-play and direct encounters, a child’s learning and an improved stage of knowledge and understanding becomes more practical. Self-directed play encourages the child’s independence during play and gaining confidence in decision making. It enhances the child’s imagination, creating own activities and solving problems where they identify barriers (Hollis Montessori School, 2018). 

Jean Piaget’s (1896 – 1980) constructivist theory links to play (Pacey, 2016). He believes that children build a greater understanding of the world and beliefs through the opportunity of play (Brown, 2014). From a young age, known as the ‘pre-operational stage’ children process and develop their knowledge and understanding from experiences all around them through use of resources and through investigating with their five senses. Children become curious of their surroundings and have the urge to explore and master new skills. Piaget’s theory is built up of 4 stages of development, he believed that children have to master their stages one-by-one in order to accomplish expected skills throughout their childhood (Early Years Resources, 2018). 

According to Early Years Resources (2018) sensory play has a great purpose to a child’s holistic development. Sensory play enables children to build on their imagination through self-directed play, enhancing a child’s creativity and giving them a sense of belonging through thinking for themselves freely (Early Years Resources, 2018). Sensory play allows children to explore their five important senses, their touch, taste, smell, sound and sight, enhancing their development when their senses are stimulated (Pacey, 2021). Pacey (2021) states that sensory play supports children’s language development through extending their vocabulary, exploring new words and textures – this may be words such as soft, hard, bumpy, wet and dry. It develops and supports the child’s development enhancing their fine and gross motor skills as well as their listening skills. Encouraging the child through sensory play enables positive emotional development and well-being (Pacey, 2021). Many children are naturally interested to explore sensory play, therefore every child should be encouraged and supported where needed during all types of play (Goodstart Early Learning, 2021). Sensory play can include a variety of materials or environments that enhance a child’s play and development. It could be resources such as water, sand, mud, bottles, materials with different textures, tyres, loose parts or environmental changes such as the weather. The child’s self-directed activity does not need to have any specific goals or instructions, this allows the child’s imagination to flourish and solve problems independently or with peers (Play Wales, 2013). 

It is the adult’s responsibility to ensure that resources are available and accessible for all the children in their learning environment – this could be resources in an indoor classroom or an outdoor space for example, the child’s playground. The children’s choices must not be limited, they need to have a variety of options that they can naturally and freely choose from (Play Wales, 2013). However, practitioners must take into consideration of the children who may not focus or may find the multiple choice overwhelming – this could be children going through transitions or children with additional needs. Support must be available for all children under the practitioners care in order for them to feel comfortable in their learning environment (Play Wales, 2013). According to Play Wales (2013) it is known children form friendships and confidence through play. Practitioners must acknowledge that they can only intervene with the children’s self-directed play if we are invited by the child themselves, this could be through them verbally asking, through small cues for example, eye contact or the child physically holding them by the hand to include the practitioner in the activity. Not all children will have the confidence to take hold of a hand or directly ask, therefore adults must be observant for these cues arise (Play Wales, 2013). Practitioners can also get involved when there appears to be physical or emotional harm towards the children in the activity. Adults must know when it is ok and not ok to get involved in a child’s free play (Play Wales, 2013). 

Section 2
According to Ilkogretim Online (2018) children in the early years have the potential to be in control of risk when engrossed in play. During the process of play, children will often seek risk and tests regularly and purposefully, knowing that they potentially have to solve problems for example, how to get down from a tree after climbing up. In order for a child to receive a healthy holistic development, opportunities for risk during play must be available with the correct support from practitioners and the child’s key figures. There is a difference between providing opportunities and resources that create potential risks during play and putting children at risk of danger and causing harm (Play Wales, 2021).

Risk through play has many benefits for a child’s development, it creates positive effects on the child physically and emotionally, enhancing the child’s creativity and allowing the child to become skilful in resilience, adapting to any surroundings that they experience during play (Ilkogretim Online, 2018). The world can be full of risks, therefore children experiencing and being in control of risks can enhance the probability of constructive results for a child’s development. Failing to experience risk may have an impact on children finding it more challenging to identify where risks can occur and how to overcome them due to lack of knowledge and understanding (Ilkogretim Online, 2018). 

Children need to understand and be aware that things can go wrong, that it is ok to fail and to have the willingness to try again – allowing children to be confident in trying again as they grow prepares them for any future situations that they may encounter (Play for Wales, 2016). Through experiencing risks, children will begin to realise that risk taking is a part of life and they grow and learn from it, allowing them to recognise the balance between play and needing to experience taking risks (Sandseter, 2010). It is immaterial what a child’s ethnicity or impairment may be, they must still have the opportunity to experience risk-taking to support their overall development, with extra support if needed. As stated previously, risk during play can have many positive effects on a child’s knowledge and understanding. Risk through play allows the child to feel courageous and overcoming possible fears, empowering a child’s confidence and displaying positive development (Play Wales, 2021). 

As practitioners are important role models in the early years, it is their responsibility to ensure the children are safe during their care. However, it is also their duty to ensure necessary support is given when children are in control of risks during play (Play for Wales, 2016). Practitioners must ensure measures are taken for example, risk assessments and boundaries. However, be cautious to not eradicate risks completely, initially preventing children from learning that they need to face risks, emotionally and physically too (Ilkogretim Online, 2018). Adults need to plan carefully with any activities that expose risk or harm, ensuring the equipment or area is still suitable to still allow children to have the opportunity to take risks (Play Wales, 2021). Participating in risks through play allows children to have control of their emotions enabling them to have more enjoyment to experience and less anxiety (Play for Wales, 2016). 

Adequate risks during play enable children to face challenges through risks for example, a child climbing a tree or experiencing a change in height, allowing them to conquer any fears bringing joy to their play when they achieve something (Play Safety Forum, 2012). However, hazards that may cause serious injury, offer no purpose in a child’s development for example, allowing a child to play on a climbing frame that is not supportive. Practitioners must ensure they understand the difference between allowing a child to encounter minimal risks to learn from and the child potentially causing serious harm to themselves when observing children play (Play Safety Forum, 2012). 

It is important that the adult ensures that any fears of their own are not shown through their reactions when observing the children play, to ensure the child feels confident in taking potential risks and not reflecting any fear from them (Bazely, 2018). Once completed risk assessments for the desired activity, practitioners must observe the children carefully, whilst assessing the apparent risks to ensure that support can be given to the child where necessary. This enables the child to feel encouraged, enhancing the opportunity for the child’s success (Play for Wales, 2016). Risks do not always appear the same in every activity, practitioners need to be prepared for this (Play for Wales, 2016). They can change depending on where the activity takes place, indoors or outdoors, or if it is wet or dry (Play Safety Forum, 2012). Practitioners must encourage children to experience different skills and to have the opportunity to experience them (Play for Wales, 2016). 

Maria Montessori believed the outdoors and the child’s surrounding environments have a huge impact on extending their holistic development. Montessori Schools Association (2012) suggests Montessori believed children taking part in real life experiences and risk-taking plays an important role in their learning. From demonstrations and risk assessments in place, Montessori strongly believed children participating in risk taking activities enhances their skills and will thrive in independence – this could be experimenting through the child stacking a tower that may be higher than themselves or preparing the fruit at snack time by using a real knife to cut the fruit, observed by an adult (Montessori Schools Association, 2012). 

Section 3
There are various tools for observations that practitioners may use when working and observing children. A well-known statutory assessment for children in the Foundation Phase is the Foundation Phase Profile (FPP) (Evans, 2015). The FPP is formed by four revised areas of learning (Physical Development; Language, Literacy and Communication; Mathematical Development and Personal and Social Development) to ensure the child’s development is recorded holistically (Welsh Government, 2015). The Foundation Phase Profile is the baseline and starting point of a child’s developmental guideline. The FPP may require a lot of time and many observations during the child’s education however, it enables practitioners to monitor and consistently assess the child’s progression from their ‘starting point’, known as their first observation at six weeks (Welsh Government, 2015). By monitoring the child’s progress from their baseline, it allows the practitioners to identify any delayed progress or indications of additional learning needs which can then support adults using further in-depth assessment tools to support the child’s learning (Welsh Government, 2015). 

The FPP has two profiles; a ‘Compact Profile’ which contains four ‘ladders’ originating from the areas of learning that can be used for the child’s first assessment, up to Reception and a ‘Full Profile’ including additional ‘ladders’ in a much more detailed form to be used up to Key Stage 1 (Evans, 2015). Observations must be carried out to assess a child, using the Compact Profile within the first six weeks of the child starting Reception, in order to give them time to settle and feel comfortable within their new environment. Teachers will then carry out an additional assessment using the Full Profile at the end of Key Stage 1, allowing practitioners to view the child’s progression from Reception (Evans, 2015). The Foundation Phase Profile allows practitioners to see clearly where each child’s abilities are and if any extra support can be given to specific children (Welsh Government, 2015). 

The Foundation Phase Compact Profile allows practitioners to view the child’s individual progression holistically, showing their integral development through small stages enabling the child and practitioner to not feel under pressure, whilst building on their progression slowly (Early Years Wales, 2020). This observation tool provides formative and summative evidence on the child’s holistic development allowing practitioners to identify if extra support is needed, alerting any additional learning needs (ALN) and how they can support the child correctly to encourage further development in the future (Early Years Wales, 2020). The evidence from the FPP enables comparison in children’s progression to identify who is progressing through the education system overall, and who needs support. However, practitioners must be aware of how the data is being used as all children are unique and develop individually (Welsh Government, 2015). 

However, the FPP has many limitations when using this type of tool in an observation. The Compact Profile can be time consuming for the practitioner as there are a great deal of pages to complete containing detailed information to enable children to receive the correct statements (Welsh Government, 2015). It does not provide a background of the child’s incremental journey which can pressurise the practitioner feeling as though information is mislaid, specifically if they have an ALN. This could mean that a child with delays may be improving at a comfortable and steady pace for their individual self within the classroom but observational findings, may state they are not meeting their expected milestones for their age (Welsh Government, 2015). 

Section 4
When observing a child, some skills in particular may need to be set as a focus to see from the Foundation Phase Compact Profile. Practitioners must be careful they do not over plan and refrain the child from free choice (Azilo Training, 2019). However, if a particular skill is needed to be observed, think carefully how the child could be invited to play, whilst still ensuring it is child-led. A child may be invited to play through invitation, providing them with materials or toys that they are interested in. For example, if the child enjoys playing with loose part objects, provide the child with the objects in the designated area that will facilitate the skills to be potentially shown. The child is then more likely to approach the specific area of learning (Azilo Training, 2019). Ensuring that adults are taking the child’s cues as ‘play like activities’ into consideration, they must be observant of the child inviting them to play – the practitioner may then ‘scaffold’ the activity, encouraging the child to develop their skills. For example, if the child is building a tower out of logs, practitioners could ‘scaffold’ the activity by providing extra materials and supporting them with guidance on extending their tower (Highgate Montessori, 2021).

Lev Vygotsky (1896 – 1934) believes children’s outcomes of learning and developing on their areas of skills are shown best and most accurate through self-directed play. Rudolph Steiner’s (1861 – 1925) beliefs are too, similar to Vygotsky’s (Bruce, 2011). It is important that adults ensure that when observing a child, the appropriate resources and activities are accessible to provide clear accuracy of the child’s progress in development through assessments (Bruce, 2011). 

According to Howard and McInnes (2012), from assessments and observational findings, a child is more likely to express positive emotional health when recognising a task as play than when a child recognises an activity as not like play. Children identify play through varying amounts of cues, some being how the child perceives the activity or the attendance of the adult in the child’s presence or where the activity is taking place (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Children who are observed and assessed during self-directed play, show more clear and accurate evidence of their skills from choosing their areas of preferred learning, freely (Howard and McInnes, 2012). Observations of children through their play show that they are more likely to be focused on their chosen task when being assessed, therefore presents an authentic and precise understanding of the child’s skills and stage of their development (McInnes et al. 2013). 

McInnes et al. (2013) states for a child’s development to show progress the practitioner’s role becomes essential in supporting this. Adults need to ensure that they are aware of their presence and how to approach a child during play. Practitioners within the early years setting must recognise the importance of the connections between play and learning to ensure support is available for the child’s all-round development (McInnes et al. 2013). To ensure a child’s development is supported to its utmost potential holistically during observations and assessments, resources that can support their needs must be provided and accessible (McInnes et al. 2013). 
By enabling choices for the child during self-directed play, observations show the child becomes more engrossed and motivated to complete their task, resulting in more accurate findings on the child’s holistic development. This allows the child to feel empowered and in control of their activity by making independent choices, allowing the child to have the opportunity to solve problems of their own facilitating their independence and increasing self-esteem and confidence (Howard and McInnes, 2012). 

Observations are an important tool for practitioners to undertake during practice, enabling them to understand each child and their individual needs (Pacey, 2016). It is rewarding for practitioners to know that every child in their care is reaching their developmental guidelines and to recognise what support is enabling this. However, some children can develop at a different pace to other children and that is ok (Pacey, 2016). Accurate observations will show precise information on the child enabling practitioners to accurately plan each child’s tasks suitable to their ability and encourages their skills to flourish. Detailed knowledge and understanding of the children’s individual needs will allow valid support to enhance their development and learning (Azilo Training, 2019). Practitioners must ensure that assessments are observed accurately including a detailed document of the child’s interactions and the skills they have shown through play (Azilo Training, 2019). All practitioners in the early years setting should work in partnership, communicating effectively ensuring that all staff are aware of each child’s individual needs and how to provide the correct support (Drake, 2006).
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