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Section 1
“Play is the elemental learning process by which humankind has developed” (Welsh Assembly Government 2002 pg.3).  Children that experience the free choice of play, where they make their own decisions and have full control of their play are found to have better decision-making abilities as well as positive effects on their development.  Children naturally take any chance and opportunity to play in their everyday life.  By playing they are learning life skills such as social interaction, physical development and creative thinking skills.  They learn about cause and effect through taking risks and trying new things. Being in charge of their own play and learning about risks helps children develop confidence and understand their limits (Play Wales Chwarae Cymru 2000).  White (1966 cited in Sholevar et al 1980) talks about children using play to re-enact their current life situations.  Using this method helps develop their problem-solving skills as well as creative thinking.  Erikson (1963 cited in Sholevar et al 1980) supports this as he states that he “views play as a kind of emotional laboratory in which the child learns to master his environment and come to terms with the world” (Schaefer  1980 cited in Sholevar et al 1980) .
There are sixteen different play types spanning over the several areas of learning.  These range from symbolic play, where an item is special to them and has a personal meaning, to rough and tumble play where a child uses physical contact with their peers and test boundaries, outdoor play which can have physical challenges and role play where a child uses imagination.  Although these separate types of play may have different direct focuses, when a child is engaging in these they are also using and developing skills from other areas of learning. Enabling the child to develop holistically (Hughes 2006).  Through accessing a wide range of play types alongside others, children are given the opportunity to learn social skills.  Playing with others equips them with a wide variety of relationship tools, such as communication, empathy, sharing, resilience and equality.  Holistic development runs through all types of play; the child participating in play is developing socially and emotionally with their peers, creatively in their thinking and physically with actions, whether it be fine or gross motor skills being used.  For this to happen successfully it relies on the adult being the facilitator (Firstwalkers.com 2016).
   
All children learn differently through play, often the child may find something easy to do one day and difficult on others.  The adult's role is to give the child the right resources and environment to practice these skills through play in a variety of ways.  Children should be directing their play, deciding what and how they do it.  It can be difficult for the adult to give this level of trust to the child as they often focus on the specifics of a task rather than self-directed play (Bottrill 2018).
The Playwork Principles (2005) focuses on self-directed play and how play should be freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated.  Adults enable children to do this by giving them choice and letting them carry out their ideas, whilst being aware of a safe level of risk for the child and knowing when to intervein.  The adults should have a solid understanding of the importance of play and be able to provide a stimulating environment with invitations to play using a wide range of materials for heuristic play.   
Heuristic play helps children to explore their curiosities and experiment with a range of materials whilst developing physically and mentally.  They make discoveries whilst experimenting with the resources, measuring, matching, building and sorting.  Children often observe their peers using resources, work together and learn from each other.  The adults role is to maintain the resources, support them when the child asks for help, however for the majority of the time they need to take a back seat and just observe the play and not give and direction  (Communityplaythings NO YEAR).
The Montessori school (2020) supports this stating that for children to engage in self directed play they should have access to a variety of simple toys and materials to play with as they wish with no adult direction or end purpose.  Allowing children to play this way offers the adult the best opportunity for observing the child’s skills and abilities naturally. 

Section 2
When thinking about the risk taking it is important for providers to assess the benefits of providing children with adventurous activities, while balancing their duty of care to keep children safe (Bazley, 2018). They talk about the role of parents in regards to risk taking. When parent’s talk about their childhood experiences many will recall occasions of climbing trees and playing in rivers. However, it is a parent’s natural instinct to be cautious and protective of their own children. It is therefore important that caregivers ensure that parents are aware of the benefits of risk taking and are fully informed of the nature of the play provision. Ouvry (2011) states that there needs to be a balance between what situations we need to control and what children can figure out themselves. For example:
“You might insist on a child holding your hand near a road, but you might let them run down a hill faster than normal”.
Little (2010) agrees with the notion that the term ‘risk taking’ is often perceived as a negative. However, importance is placed on how children react to the choices they face in risky situations. Therefore it is important that to understand that risky play does not mean the play is dangerous. It simply means that choices need to made, and the situation managed by individuals involved (Ball, Gill, and Spiegal, 2008). This means that adults need to assess the hazards rather than the risks. If the hazards are removed children are free to take risks, to explore how their bodies respond in various situations, and to make choices and assess the impact of these, without serious injury (Little, 2010).
If children are not given the opportunity to take risks win their play the concern is, that children are more likely to take risks in inappropriate settings to achieve a sense of thrill and achievement. It is therefore important to provide children with the opportunity to take risks in order for them to test themselves and learn how to navigate the world (Bazley, 2018). Ouvry (2011) supports this theory that children need to take risks to know their place in the world. Children need to explore how their bodies work and move, they need to push themselves in order to learn exactly what they are capable of.
The importance of defining the difference between ‘risk’ and risk taking is discussed by Little (2010) who emphasised the negative connotations the word ‘risk’ has. When people hear this word they often think of loss, damage or a negative impact. This leads to the importance, and the benefits of risk-taking for children to be overlooked. Children learn to assess situations and consider the challenges and consequences themselves. This doesn’t mean that children will always make correct decision, and the outcome may not always be what they want, but they will learn from these situations and will provide children with experiences they can apply in other aspects of their life. Preventing children from taking risk can actually hinder their development, according to  Larvysen et al (2017) Children can become scared of unfamiliar environments and can become fearful of undertaking challenges. By exposing children to factors such as heights, water, the dark for example, children learn to develop coping strategies. These are environments that children can develop a fear of, but if they are exposed to them at a young age children can experience exhilarating and positive emotions, therefore minimising their fears as they become older. One of the main features of risky play is climbing, and by association, heights. Developing an awareness of depth, shape, form and size are naturally developed when children experience balancing at a height greater than their own height. Likewise, when exploring speed, children gain a strong understanding of depth, size and shape. (Rakison, 2005)
 
Apter (2007) discusses the importance of allowing children to experience risky situations and how the exposure to them will help them in later life. When caregivers are absent children will have experience and knowledge of how to keep themselves safe. Risky play is seen as a ‘rehearsal’ for risky situations children may encounter in other aspects of their lives. This is supported by Plumert and Schwebel (1997) who undertook a study and showed that children up to the age of 6 tend to overestimate their own ability in risk taking situations. However, by the time children reach the age of 8 they have learnt to assess risks more accurately, showing they have developed a better sense of judgement. 

Section 3
Observing and assessing children is vital for the adult to understand a child’s needs and abilities.  Observations provide an insight into the child’s skill level and how they are progressing throughout their childhood, as well as getting to know the child’s likes and preferences.  Having all this information from an observation allows the adult to plan the activities and experiences to suit the child’s need.  These assessments identify if a child requires additional support such as interventions or further specialist help.  Observations highlight children’s strengths and successes and by using them regularly the adult should see steady progression throughout.  This then allows the adult to share these achievements with other members of staff and parent/guardians.  For these observations to be successful they should be completed fairly for each child in the same environments whilst the child is engaging freely in play.  Information gathered from these observations should be compared and regularly reviews to measure the level of progress.  This will identify any issues that arise such as a child making slow progress needing extra support or a child who is usually progressing gradually suddenly stop.  Observations can be recorded in a variety of ways; written, photographed or videoed.  These can be done daily, monthly or each time a child hits a specific age.  This all depends on the type of observation taking place and the preference of the observer.  The adults should try not to intervein with the child’s play during an observation unless invited by the child, the child is at risk or resources need removing.  Keeping the adult involvement at a minimal enables the activity to remain child-led, with them acting freely in their play, giving the observer a true reflection of the child’s abilities (Welsh Assembly Government 2008).
The Foundation Phase profile (Welsh Assembly Government 2017) document focuses on the 7 areas of the curriculum for 3-7 year olds in Wales. The profile sets out what children should be taught in the Foundation Phases and gives expectations of children’s progress.  The Compact Profile is what is used to form a baseline assessment that is carried out on children after their first 6 weeks in Reception. A follow-on assessment is then conducted at the end of Year 2. This is one advantage of the Foundation Phase Profile as at the end of Year 2 you will be provided with data that clearly shows the value added to a child since their baseline assessment. In all areas within both the Compact Profile and the full Foundation Phase Profile they are broken down into smaller progression steps.  The profile gives a fully holistic view of the child as they cover the 7 areas of learning through the curriculum they are provided with.  It is easy for the adult to identify specific areas the child is excelling in as well as any issues they may be experiencing and needing further support. A benefit of the Foundation Phase Profile is that this tool is used throughout all education settings and it links with assessments used by outside health professionals.  The profile can help identify any issues or concerns with the child’s development when their results are not hitting the expected outcome for their age.  These results can then be forwarded to those health professionals to help give the child the additional support needed.  The compact profile is completed using a record form during the baseline assessment at the beginning of reception and the end of year two.  The full Foundation Phase Profile is used throughout the child’s years in the Foundation Phase it gives more detail of each of the seven areas and breaking it down on the profile skills ladders to record the child’s achievements.  This should give continuity using the profile as all settings use it and it gives clear concise description of what should be achieved at each age.  A downfall of the foundation phase profile is that ‘There is no set method of recording observations’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2017 pg 10)
 
(Welsh Government 2013) highlight some of the challenges of the Foundation Phase Profile that they user may face.  As the document is over one hundred pages long and features a range of terminology this can cause confusion to the user and be open to interpretation.  Therefore, it is hard to compare data if observations are carried out by different adults. This could be the case on a school level or even a national level. As well as this, different local authorities may have different expectations on gathering evidence. For example one local authority may require just one piece of evidence, but another may state that they require two pieces of evidence.  Another challenge the users found is how to maintain the Foundation Phase Profile of play based, child-led activities, whilst having to provide the children with the statutory curriculum.  There needs to be a healthy balance of the two and it should be monitored and evaluated throughout practice.  

 
 
Section 4 
Play gives the adult an insight into the child’s understanding and abilities.  This is why, observations of the child should be made whilst they are unaware and playing freely.  This way the results are naturally formed and not produced on demand by the adult requesting the child to do something.  When a child plays, they demonstrate their skills, thoughts and feelings and it is important that they are not influenced by adult interaction.  Information gathered from these observations can help the adult with their future planning, taking into consideration the child's interests and what the next steps are for the child in their learning.  The adult should take note of exactly what they are observing and not put their own interpretation or predictions on what the child will do (Open.edu NO YEAR).
 
Howard and McInnes (2012) supports this as they discuss how children’s emotional well-being is evident whilst being engaged in play.  Play having such an important impact on their well-being provides the child with the skills needed to support their health collectively, emotionally, and physically. However, there are several issues regarding play when it comes to the adult’s view. What the adult may view as play; and activity set out with an expected outcome, adult led with a range of resources with specific uses may appear fun for the child to play in. Although this may seem a successful play session, children often do not perceive this as play. Studies show that children see activities with an adult present and located at a table where they are instructed to attend not as play. Children found to be in the not play activities were less engaged, not as free moving or confident as the children who were involved in actual play. With the children displaying such a vast different in emotional well-being and behaviours this shows that there would be an impact on the results recorded during observations. Therefore, these results would not give a true reflection of the child’s abilities. The impact of children’s perception of an activity as
play rather than not play on emotional well-being.
PIaget’s play theory believed that by observing children at play the adult would obtain a deeper understanding of the child’s thinking.  They can see how children perceive things through their actions and socialisation during play.  The adult can then identify and misconceptions of life that the child can act out during their play.  This allows them to plan the future learning opportunities for the child to access, where the adult can role model and display these skills for the child to learn from. (Brooker, Blaise and Edwards, 2014).
Planning observations can be difficult for the adult as they need to give thought to how they can schedule it into the routine of the day.  Although adults are constantly observing children’s play and their actions/reactions there are times where there needs to be more formal methods of observations completed.  This is often in written format and used as part of a summative assessment to track pupil progress.  Planning for this type of observations ensures that the adult is given dedicate time and not distracted by their other obligations or surroundings.  With this gained knowledge of the child the adult can report and track the child’s level of progress, compare with their peers in the class and use the data for the school’s local and national statistics.  With such a level of importance on these results it is therefore crucial that the observations are carried out as fairly as possible, meaning having the child should engaging naturally through play whilst the observation is occurring.  The adult should already have knowledge of good practice and that to follow this they will need to get to know the child, their interests and skill level when they begin the class/setting.  This gives them a starting point of where the child is and how they need to tailor the play opportunities and activities to best suit that child’s need.   Rogoff argues that children need to observe the adult demonstrating skills for the child to learn these skills. This would then enable the child to use these skills independently or with a peer and develop them.  The observation process would then be full circle, from the adult observing the child's abilities, the adult planning and playing with the child demonstrating the required skills, to then the child using this skill in their own play with the adult observing.   It is important for the adult to get the correct level of balance of interaction with the child’s play, providing learning opportunities through a more structured type of play as well as the child having opportunity of self-directed , non-adult play. Smidt (2005) 
Mcinnes et al (2013) discusses the importance of the balance of play and learning and how they should link together to give the child the best opportunity for development.  The level of adult presence during play is shown to have an impact on the child’s experience of the activity.  Having the right balance of adult led and child led activities provides opportunities for the child to learn from the adult led activities and then follow on to use the skills learnt and build on them in their own play.  This is not always the case for education settings as there can often be a greater emphasis on adult led activities, due to the curriculum and the demand for the adult to be fully involved, constructing the activity and the direction is moves in.  This then takes over from have a supporting and resourcing role to dictating what will actually happen.  Children see these type of activities not as play and it can result in the child becoming restricted in their actions and their abilities being displayed as they worry there is an expectation, and they have the fear of failing.  For children this can then evolve to displaying and feeling a lack of confidence and self-esteem as they worry about responding to questions and how to act or use what they have in the activities.  This is therefore impacting on their learning and the result of what the adult is observing.  It is suggested that the adult's role in play is to be on the outskirts of it to enable the child a better opportunity for it to be child led, take control of their own play and build on their skills such as problem solving.  This will give the child a greater sense of well-being and confidence as they are free in their thinking.  This will then give the adult observer the perfect opportunity to see the whole child naturally.
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