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Section 1 
Play in the early years is a subject that is hard to define as each child has their own perspective on play. However, as defined by Play England (no date) play is “what children and young people do when they follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way, and for their own reasons.” Play allows children to learn and grow in an environment that is fun and entertaining. Play comes with many benefits to the child, it allows them to build relationships with others as well as themselves and if this play is restricted it can lead to development being impaired (Bright Horizons, no date).  Hutt (2002), Minister for Children in Wales, highlights the importance of play in the life of a child by noting that children have the right to “rich stimulating play experiences, free from inappropriate risk, and full of challenge.” This is supported by the implementation of Article 31 into the play policy in Wales by Hutt.
The organisation Family Lives (no date) refers to the “power of play”, and how through play children can learn and grow.  Through play they can nurture and develop a range of skills such as social skills, emotional, language and creativity. The organisation expands on the notion of children learning through play and gives the example of one way that children could learn; this is, “Sand and water play can be an early introduction to science and maths, eg learning that water is fluid, not solid, and that it can be measured in different sized containers.” (Family Lives, no date) 
Play Wales (2018) describes key elements of play; they categorise these into freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated. To elaborate on these key elements further, play is freely chosen as the child choosing everything about play themselves; this means when to play, what to play and how to play for example. There are 16 types of play that can be identified in order to categorise the way a child plays (Hughes, 2002), these are: Communication Play, Creative Play, Deep Play, Dramatic Play, Exploratory Play, Fantasy and Imaginary Play, Locomotor Play, Mastery Play, Object Play, Recapitulative Play, Role Play, Rough and Tumble Play, Social Play, Socio-Dramatic Play, and Symbolic Play. Many children will play in most, or all, of these types of play depending on their age, mood and social setting for example.
Self-directed play is a type of play that involves the child taking control of how they would like to play. Kozi Kids (2018) defines self-directed play as “simply play that occurs on children’s own terms, where they are active in its creation and purpose. Children play at their own pace, led by their own interests and motivations.” Self-directed play allows children to make their own decisions and enabling them to explore their own interests and hobbies whilst learning simultaneously. According to Ledendecker (2020) self-directed play can benefit children in many ways; some of these include building self-confidence, teaching problem solving and encouraging independence. They elaborate to say that self-directed play “cultivates internal motivation”, this is extremely important as it enables children to learn and develop in a way that they enjoy and benefits them, as they are enjoying this play they will go onto challenge themselves naturally to try new ideas rather than an adult doing so for them. Self-directed play supports children in their holistic development; this entails development in areas such as physically, intellectually, emotionally, socially, culturally, morally and spiritually. (Sussex Forrest School, no date). To elaborate on how self-directed play can enhance the holistic development of children by them partaking in self-directed play they develop physically, according to the WJEC (2019) during play children develop physically by enhancing their fine motor skills and hand eye-coordination. This may be done by activities such as building blocks or activities similar. There a wide range of benefits of self-directed play and therefore adults should encourage children to take part in self-directed play as much as possible. 











Section 2
Risk is something that is greatly apart of life and is something that is greatly present in ways every day.  The British Association of Early Childhood Education (no date) notes that from the time of birth humans are “hard-wired” to want to take risks. They recall that children are taking risks from the time they take their first breathe all through their early years and through the rest of their life. An example they give is when a child begins to walk, this could be seen as a risk as they could fall and hurt themselves, but it is a natural step that they will progress to even though there is risk involved. Little (2015, p25) defined risk as “any behaviour in which is uncertainty about the outcome…as well as the probability of success or failure.” 
According to Council for Learning outside the Classroom (no date), exposing children to risk allows them to gain resilience as well as independence and confidence. By leaving them experience the world through play as an individual enables them to become more independent and to develop the ability to manage in more complex environments. The view that children benefit from risk taking is also recognised in the Foundation Phase for Wales guidance material (ACCAC, 2005) as they note that by children being able to take risks it allows them to “become confident explorers of their environment (indoors and outdoors) and experiment with new learning opportunities” (p.18). 
 One way in which children experience risk is through risky play. Sandseter (2009) “Risky play can generally be defined as thrilling and exciting forms of play that involve a risk of physical injury” (p.3).  The definition of risky play is supported by Play Wales (no date) as they recognise that it entails “providing opportunities for all children to encounter or create uncertainty, unpredictability, and potential hazards as part of their play” (Play Wales, no date). These aspects in play allows children to challenge themselves physically, mentally and emotionally (EYR Team, 2018).  Risky play enables children to grow and learn, according to Athey (1990, quoted in Bruce, 2012, p.50), “confining children to flat, rubberised safety surfaces denies children essential experiences required for such rich conceptual learning.” 
Although children should be exposed to risk it should be within a structured and safe environment that allows children to learn and gain independence (EYR Team, 2018).  Play England (no date) recognises that practitioners “should develop and approach to risk management that takes into account the benefits to children and young people of challenging play experiences, as well as the risks.” This statement is fully supported by the Government Health and Safety Executive (2012), they say that it should not be the goal in eliminating all risk to children but to weigh the risk and benefits.  In order to manage risk, Play Wales (2016) put forward the ABC Model for the Dynamic Risk Management of Common but Potentially Hazardous Play Behaviours. This ABC model aimed to support practitioners when dealing with risk in playing. The model recognises and notes factors that are involved when risks may present themselves. To summarise the meaning behind the ABC acronym; A depicts the action that may cause harm, B represents behavioural factors that may lead to a child being unaware of potential risks or harm to themselves or others, and C covers context specific factors that may lead to the increase in harm and severity to the child or others. 	Brussoni et al. (2012) agrees that children need to be safe when playing and taking risks, “Injury prevention plays a key role in promoting children’s safety, which is considered to involve keeping children free from the occurrence or risk of injury” (p.3135), however looks at the other side and notes that by keeping children under too many restrictions during risky play it “may be hampering their development” (p.3135).
Furthermore, in order for children to be able to reach greater stages of development they should be exposed to a certain degree of risk wherever they play. However, this risk should be balanced and ensured within a comfortable environment for the child (Pembrokeshire County Council, no date). They support their views as they move onto note that practitioners should ensure to allow safe risk risk assessments should be made whether these are formal written assessments or just quick assessments that can be made in practitioners heads when looking at a situation or setting. This risk assessment “includes careful consideration of the benefits of an activity, facility, structure or experience. Because this takes place alongside a consideration of the risks, it allows for the inherent benefits of some risks to be properly taken into account” (Pembrokeshire County Council, no date). Therefore, by completing this risk assessment the practitioner is able to see the potential risks and plan in the case of severe incidents whilst also taking into account the benefits of these risks.


Section 3
Observation is a major role that practitioners should be take on in order to gain a deeper understanding of the way the child plays and why and how this shows their development, it allows the educator to plan the next step in learning to help further healthy development; opportunities can be made during planning by gaining access to resources, tools and suitable materials that will help the child further (Gokce, 2019). Drake (2006) made note that observation is the responsibility of all practitioners in the setting, Drake elaborated to note that each child is individual and will have different relationships with each practitioner. This may mean that each adult will then take a different perspective on the observation and could discuss different points on the child.
One type of observation tool is the Foundation Phase profile. The Foundation Phase profile  “supports assessment of children’s learning and development throughout their time in the Foundation Phase” (Welsh Government, 2017, p.3).  The Welsh Government (2017, p.3) note how the main purpose of the profile is to “provide a nationally consistent baseline assessment which aligns with end of phase outcomes.” 
The foundation phase profile works through children being observed and the finding being recorded on a compact profile; many skills are observed and recorded on the profile such as social interaction, oracy and speech. Practitioners are given space within this profile to note what the child has done to show they are able to achieve the skill in question. In order to ensure consistency, settings should have a standard number of times they would need to see a child taking part in an activity or showing a skill in order to be able to confidently record that they can do it. 
There are a range of benefits for settings using the Foundation Phase profile to observe and record the progress of children. The profile can highlight if a child is not reaching development norms; it allows practitioners to observe this and put additional support in place if it is needed. The foundation phase profile is also a consistent measure of skills achievement that is used across Wales in every setting, it is used for all children between the ages of 3-7 regardless of individual needs or issues such as poor attendance or additional needs. This consistency allows data or comparisons to made easily as every setting is using the same observation tool.  Another benefit of the profile being used as an observation tool is that it can allow practitioners to get to know the child, by observing and getting to know the child it can allow for more detailed planning of a holistic curriculum that meets the learners needs and interests. 
The Foundation Phase profile may encounter some barriers that may effect the way a child is observed. Issues such as self confidence or being shy may effect the way the child is observed in a more formal way, this may mean the observation may not be entirely accurate as the child may be able to perform and show certain skills informally but it is not displayed within the formal profile. There is nowhere to record the reasons why a child may have not achieved their best even though the practitioner may know that the child would perform better normally. Another reason the profile may not be the most useful observation tool is due to the fact it is compulsory to complete the profile within the first 6 weeks, this is because it creates a bassline for the learner to be able to improve on and develop, however 6 weeks may not be enough time for a child to settle in and be comfortable in the setting therefore not showing their true abilities. Also, there is no set way in which the setting may chose to observe the child; every setting is different and will therefore have different ways in which they observe or interpret the observation of the learner. This, therefore creates an inconsistency within the profile. Finally, the last negative of the profile is that it is not compulsory to complete it at the end of the foundation phase. Practitioners may choose to show the development of the child in other ways rather than within the profile. This therefore also shows inconsistency between settings and does not enable comparisons.









Section 4
Play allows children to explore their imagination and creativity whilst developing skills that are essential for later life; play is important for healthy brain development (Ginsburg, 2007).  Observations of children should be made in order to keep track of development and progress. Observing children during this time of play is something that is considered highly beneficial for many reasons. Alexandra Louis (2018) recognised the importance of observing children at play and wrote upon how adults should aim to create environments for children based on their interest and individual needs. Louis develops the point further to mention how by educators creating curriculums based upon the needs of the child it is highly beneficial to their development and learning. 
      Howard and McInnes (2012) support this point and also agree that it is beneficial for children to be observes during play; they claimed that if a child is to view an activity as play, they show greater signs of positive emotional wellbeing whereas, if they did not see an activity as play they show less signs of positive emotional wellbeing. They claim that this shows that a child is more emotionally comfortable in situations that they enjoy and therefore will show more positive behaviours, such as attention and concentration, and showcase their true progress. Howard and McInnes elaborate on this to note three play cues; the first is where the activity is taking place. If the activity is taking place on the floor the child is more likely to correlate this to play rather than an activity set at a desk where they are likely to correlate it to work. The next cue is whether the task has been set by an adult or whether the play is self-directed; if the play is self-directed the child will see it as just play whereas if it is a task set by an adult so is not self-directed the child is likely to not see it as play. Finally, the last play cue is who the child is playing with. If the child is playing on their own or with other children who they have chosen to play with then they will see this as just play whereas if an adult has designated groups for the child to work in and had chosen who they should play with the child is less likely to regard it as play. 
      To stop children feeling pressured or watched when being observed Howard and McInnes spoke upon how educators should see themselves as play partners to the child, this will in turn help the child to relax and truly show their strengths. By educators seeing themselves as play partners it would allow them to make more accurate observations, according to Kids @ Churchill Park Blog (2018) this accurate observation will enable the educator to understand the needs of the child and therefore to know the best way to approach planning for the child. Howard and McInnes (2012) recognised how if a child perceives an activity as play they enjoy more and work at it to show their abilities and strength better than a structured pressured environment.  
     According to The Foundation Years Organisation (2011) for adults to support a child’s learning through play the child’s day should be a mixture of “child-initiated play, actively supported by adults and focused learning, with adults guiding the learning through playful, rich experiential activities.” The adults should provide experiences and resources for the child to learn and develop through self-directed play but also be there to support if it is needed or wanted by the child. The organisation Unicef (2018) supports this view as educators should take on the role to set environments for children to be able to have playful experiences through extensive planning in order to enrich learning and development. 
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