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Play and types of play 
In Article 31 of the United nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) it states, “Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities.” In 2004, The Welsh Government formally adopted the United nations of the Rights of the Child and are dedicated to ensuring the principles of the UNCRC are made a reality for children and young people (Welsh Government, 2014). 
A form of communication for children is play, this is where they find ways to communicate through having fun and they can use play to show their knowledge about the world, improve their skills and unveil their needs. Play can also be used as a teaching technique where teachers the equipment and space, they will give the framework for the children to play to allow them to learn and develop (Loizou, 2017, p. 784). 
The Welsh Assembly Government (2002) believes play is essential for learning and development and was developed by humanity. Children display a behavioural imperative and natural craving to play. The developmental and evolutionary survival of our species is majorly affected by this and has a significant impact. Children learn about the world they live in through play in their natural environment. This is a process where children grow and learn. 

There are many different types of play that individuals experience throughout their lifetime. One type of play is known as heuristic play. Heuristic play is a simple approach used to help young children and babies learn. It uses natural objects like household equipment given to the children to discover and experiment with independently (Riddall-Leech, 2009). Heuristic play is based on the curiosity of young children. When babies begin to grow, they start to move away from being content and are open to ponder and feel different objects, figuring out what they can do with them. There is an urge that children experience to knock things down, pick things up, fill, stack and gather things. A child will often repeat an action many times to see or hear the result, if they discover something that interests them for example, doing something which results in making a noise or if one thing fits into another. Cognitive development is straightened from this as well as hand/eye coordination and fine muscle control (Huleatt, 2012). 

Heuristic play is an approach, and it can be used differently in different settings and there is no right or wrong way of doing it. Every setting will have their own ideas and their own personal materials they use during this type of play. One good factor of this approach is,  it allows adults to show their creative side and this makes the job of childcare more inspiring (Jackson and Goldshmied, 2004).  Jean Piaget has a theory of cognitive development and is known broadly, his work which is based on how children develop and learn has been expanded over time. Sensorimotor is the first stage of his theory which is from birth to the age of two, it supports the belief that children need interaction with the environment immediately around them. This can be from a baby sucking a nipple or crawling on the floor, this can give different feedback about their body and the relationship it has with the environment around them. Piaget’s theory is supported by heuristic play because babies and young children explore the environment and objects around them in their own personal way. This can be sticking to one object for a long period of time or going back to the same object on multiple occasions. Piaget’s theory suggests children should have control over their personal learning where they can explore and discover at the pace they feel most comfortable (Riddall-Leech, 2009). 

Another type of play is sensory play. Sensory play is different types of play that are linked to their senses. For example, going to the beach, walking through the woods, playing with mud or building with blocks (Riddal-Leech, 2009). Activities that which stimulate children’s senses like their smell, sight, sound, touch or taste are all known as sensory play. It is a natural way to learn about the world around them if they are provided with this type of activity. These types of activities are associated with brain development as the neurons being stimulated in their brain are making connections and helping with the development of all areas of learning. When children become older and more verbal, they will be able to describe differences and similarities they see in different objects like how they look, smell, feel, sound and taste. Through sharing materials and seeing what others think, social skills and relationships can develop through sensory play (Early Years Resources, 2019). 

Maria Montessori suggests that children learn most effectively through their senses, which today is a main focus in Montessori practice. She believed that children have more ‘sensitive periods’ where they are more likely to learn new ideas through their senses and if these periods are noticed by adults, they can support the child’s development to its full potential. Montessori proposed that in a child’s intellect their senses come first, and the role of the adult should be to arrange an eye-catching environment for children. The importance of suitable materials was recognised by Montessori and children should be given time and space to experiment (Riddall-Leech, 2009). 


Importance of children choosing their own play and the Role of the Adult 

Self-directed play is where a child chooses what they want to play and making up their own personal games, with their own rules on how to play their game. There are many benefits to self-directed play, when children play what they want, they get to figure things out for themselves and teach themselves how to take beneficial risks. When children use self-directed play, they find original ways to think about the world around them and how it works, which is based upon their personal self-led, intrinsically inspired interests. When children play self-directedly they can practice necessary skills like overcoming complications and obstacles, creative problem solving, this can be by themselves or with friends/ other children, talking about their feelings effectively and playing with others who may have a different point of view to themselves. Children can experience the feeling of self-discovery, the joy of being able to practise their personal creative ideas and not having the experience of feeling like they have failed (Housley Juster, 2015). 

A child’s confidence can be built by self-directed play. Investigating by themselves, they will realise there is a wide variety of things they are able to do on their own. By making up a game and thinking of their own rules for it will make them feel successful. Independence can be encouraged by this type of play and can be encouraged from a young age within a safe, prepared environment. Imagination is stimulated by self-directed play and they cannot help themselves from being creative. Their creative muscles are being allowed to flex by giving children these opportunities (Ledendecker, 2020). 

Children will learn problem solving during this type of play, as they think of their own rules it will automatically lead to problem solving. They will have to work out themselves how something is going to work. Children are able to learn at their own place as every individual child works differently. They have no time frame with self-directed play so children can work at their own pace as there is no academic benchmark to meet. They have the chance to form their own knowledge in their personal way which makes sense to them. Children will be obligated to find innate delight in their play if there are not adults defining their success of the activity. Naturally, children will challenge themselves to try something new, inventing new ideas and doing so they will find their own person joy (Ledendecker, 2020). 

Piaget (1952, quoted in Ahmed et al. 2016. p. 74) believed development in all aspects of growth is promoted by children’s play. The best context for children’s development and learning is play, this is because it is free and open ended, they have control over self-directed play, and it can be used with others or by themselves. Play can even be used without any materials or equipment and can be used in a variety of settings. It makes sense that children learn from play as it comes naturally to them.

The role of the adult/ practitioner in early childhood is traditionally considered as essential to allow development in early years, effective pedagogy seems to be where the adult plays a range of roles from guiding activities to having some where the child will take the lead (McInnes et al. 2013, p. 271). Attention from adults is needed from educators when supporting healthy development through self-directed play. Teachers/ practitioners must get to know children well in order to support their self-directed play. They need to ensure they are modifying their own physical and emotional responses to every individual child’s temperament, not just to their unique physiological needs. An example would be some children like to be faced outwards when being held so they can take in everything happening around them, however, others may prefer face to face interaction. By practitioners knowing these cues they will know the right moment to give them the time and space they need to focus their attention on what they find interesting around them without the attention of their caregiver (Fiechter and Albrecht, 2019, p. 4).

As said by Maria Montessori “Play is children’s work.” This can make practitioners question their position when being involved in their play. Work is not done single-handedly even if it is children’s work. Adults being involved in the process allows quality play experiences to be achieved. It is important that it is known, that controlling and leading and supporting are two different types of roles played by adults within children’s play and for the child’s benefit only one of these should be used. Adults violate the child’s principles of their self-directed play when they control or take the lead. The child’s experience loses the meaning when their freedom to explore is taken away from them. On the other hand, by being engaged and present and supported the child’s experiences, but not overpowering them and taking over, it is allowing them to build their confidence, participate in learning and exploration and the role of the adult is to give opportunities to help them expand their and strengthen their experiences (Rymanowicz, 2015). 

The Foundation Phase Profile 

The Foundation Phase Profile is a significant part of the Welsh Government’s Early Years Development and Assessment Framework (EYDAF) because it supports a child’s assessment of development and learning during the time they spend in the Foundation Phase. The main purpose needed from the Foundation Phase Profile is to deliver a nationally reliable standard assessment which is aligned with the outcomes for the end of Foundation Phase. The profile helps professional practitioners to deliver a developmentally suitable holistic curriculum for every child, by using formative assessments and observations (Welsh Government, 2017). 

The Foundation Phase Profile has been made to coordinate with assessments done by health professionals. Identifying as early as possible for any potential Additional Learning Needs, development delays or Special Education needs are supported by the profile too and it is ensured that children who need support are given it. All stakeholders in a child’s development and learning will be given access to the assessments made on the child’s Profile and this helps supporting transitions between schools and settings (Early Years Wales, n.d). 

It can be a challenging time for children when they join a new school or setting, which means it is important for the needs of a child are considered when an assessment is being carried out. This Profile can be used from a nursery setting or baseline reception class through to Year 2 as the profile is used to track the progress of a child throughout their time in Foundation Phase. Assessments made in the Full Profile and the Compact Profile can be compared because they are both founded upon the same results (Welsh Government, 2017).

In the Foundation Phase Profile there are two sections which are, a Compact Profile and a Full Profile. Both of these sections support assessments of a child’s development and learning against a sequence of skill ladders which are demonstrated through guidance. The Compact Profile focuses on a certain skill ladder and has been designed to be used as a standard assessment in Reception, where children turn five years old. Useful information is provided by this and supports early identification of any potential additional learning needs (ALN) or developmental delay and also early learning. Ina child’s first six weeks of school there are skills that have been deliberately chosen that are easily observed (Welsh Government, n.d). 

The Full Profile is made to be a support for assessments during the whole Foundation Phase and it finishes at the end of Year 2. A broader range of skills are included in the Full Profile to help get a fuller picture of a child’s development and support assessment as the child moves through the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, n.d). 

There are many benefits of the Foundation Phase Profile, one benefit is it provides an assessments system, and this system supports and promotes Foundation Phase pedagogy and schools are able to track the progress of children from when they enter school to the end of the Foundation Phase. It can help identity if there are children who might need any additional support, they will benefit from an early intervention and if needed can be observed by child developmental specialists like play or speech therapists. Consistent sharing and collection of information is supported by the Foundation Phase Profile, this includes ‘value-added’ data, and this supports operational and policy decisions at a national and local level. It also provides evidence for end of Phase assessments and these help strengthen the process of transitioning into Key Stage 2 (Welsh Government, 2015). 

Role of play when undertaking observations 

Observing children is crucial as every child has their own individually unique abilities and talents and having observations made throughout different settings and situations can capture these. Beginning observations always starts with the child and observe what the child chooses to do. Looking for what their interests are and what resources and materials they choose to use, this helps adults find out reliable information about every child are an individual. Opportunities are given when observing children, to gauge a child’s needs, this ensures a more accurate plan is put into place for the next steps of their learning. Observations are part of daily routines and will be used on a regular basis. A starting point of a holistic approach will form from discussing these with the child and their family and team members and this approach will ensure each child is central to everything that is planned (Early Years Matter, n.d). 

Beaty explained, with having a traditional importance of play-based learning to curriculum provision, educators are likely to have an insight in a child’s developmental levels and this gives them a consequent planning for learning. Developmental perspectives and constructivist theory were open to the idea that play being observed is used to document development and the provision of play based learning in Early Years education (2014, cited in Edwards and Bird, 2015, p. 159). 

A collection of important information can be taken from observations of play. Observations are a great tool to use for reflection. A practitioner’s responsibility in a childcare setting is to observe the children whilst playing. The role of the leaders in a childcare setting is to ensure all practitioners understand the importance and purpose of observations and making sure they are confident with carrying them out. When observing a child or children playing, all that is needed is to observe close by without being involved (Early Years Careers, 2016). 

When observing children in early years settings there are a few things that need to be considered. Consider where the information is stored and if its confidential, whether the child’s play is observed by interrupting their activity or observing from afar, should the child know they are being observed and if so, are they comfortable with it? When observing a child is their background, language understanding, and culture taken into consideration? When observing children practitioners should always ensure the child’s parents should give permission and observations should be unbiased, positive and non-judgemental (Professional Association and Childcare for Early Years, 2016).
Interactions and observations made in day – to – day routines are the main foundation of the type of observations that lead to consistent and precise assessments.  It is crucial to have continuous assessments as it is based on the knowledge practitioners have on the child in different scenarios. The outcome of observations should be to see if the child is consistently doing something in a variety of different situations. This is why having a learning environment indoors as well as outdoors is important for children and the practitioners who are observing them (Bruce, Louis and McCall, 2015, p. 126). 
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